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“Space matters!” not only has become the
rallying cry of critical geographers who are
finding a new centrality of their discipline
within the humanities, but also has turned
many disciplines upside down. Spatial
history has established itself as a new sub-
discipline within the historical sciences,
encompassing a wide range of approach-
es that have been given a further boost

through encounters with the data-driven
digital humanities. This volume provides
an introduction to this recently so success-
ful sub-discipline and is, at the same time,
an original contribution to its continued
development.

As the title suggests, the authors are con-
cerned with the practice of spatial history.
In the first part, they discuss the value of
source genres. In the second part, they
ask about the suitability of certain spa-
tial configurations (from oceans to bor-
der zones) for doing spatial history, and
in the third part, they discuss theoretical
concepts and their applicability. The vol-
ume emerged from the close collaboration
among a group of historians at the Insti-
tute for Transnational and Spatial His-
tory at the University St Andrews, whose
networks were mobilized from Greece to
Texas, from New Zealand to Canada and
Ireland, guaranteeing the diversity of ex-
amples used in the volume to illustrate
and ground the theoretical claims. In this
way, we actually learn how spatial history
is done in various contexts.

The introduction starts by painting a pic-
ture of a broad field in which many experi-
ments are undertaken that relate to both
the materiality of space and its discursive
production. The core of a spatial history
focused on modern history, however, is an
engagement ‘with practices of territorial-
ization, the drawing of borders and cre-
ation of infrastructures” (p. 1). This fixa-
tion on territory and territorialization is
reinforced by the fascination with the new
possibilities opened up by GIS technology.
This characterizes spatial history, especially
in the USA, for which the Stanford-based
Spatial History Project, founded in 2007,
was particularly influential. Regarding this



interesting project, Richard White pos-
tulated that it was about the “creation of
visual representations of the interrelation
of time and space through digital tools”[1]
— an approach that is also followed by the
Routledge Companion to Spatial History,
published in 2018. However, it should not
be forgotten that GIS by no means pro-
duces innocent data but is in itself a prod-
uct and instrument of territorialization
processes. The fact that these processes are
so central can be seen when considering
the obvious influence of historical geogra-
phers in the field of spatial history, who are
primarily interested in the history of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries and
therefore focus primarily on the heyday of
territorialization (primarily in the West).
Looking back at earlier historical epochs
is therefore often viewed through the
paradigm of a not-yet-complete territori-
alization, just as non-European history is
contrasted with a seemingly complete ter-
ritorialization in France as a history of def-
icits. From a global historical perspective,
this perspective is stimulating and plausi-
ble insofar as the connection between glo-
balization projects and territorialization is
addressed, but it is also unsatisfactory in
parts because alternative processes of re-
spatialization remain unexposed.

In a multi-perspective global history, it is
imperative not to ignore the importance of
approaches that focus on space- and place-
making. Such approaches reveal, as the
authors of the introduction quite rightly
emphasize, “an acute sensitivity to the
historical contingency and cultural con-
structedness of space” (p. 2). In the view
of this reviewer, it is worth going one step
further here and asking how the historical
actors dealt with this contingency, thereby
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not simply taking their spatial literacy for
granted but making it an object of empiri-
cal investigation. For it is evident that spa-
tial configurations are highly diverse and
by no means “objectively” arranged in a
clear hierarchy. This hierarchy is created by
historical actors who have a certain ability
to “read space” and impose their own ideas
of how this space should be organized. It
is only by paying attention to the power
relations inscribed in this process that a
critical spatial history as well as a critical
cartography of “established” maps and at-
lases can emerge. Space loses its apparent
neutrality and is transformed into a spatial
order. This happens in the immediate local
space as well as in the political space of rule
and statehood.

As globalization progresses, ambitions to
bring the entire world into a spatial order
emerge (approximately since the eigh-
teenth century, sometimes even somewhat
earlier). However, this ambition remains
unfulfilled. Globalization projects emerge
that not only compete with each other
but also cooperate, because, although
they claim to order the world, they are ul-
timately only able to order one part that
is particularly relevant for the respective
actors. Spatial history is therefore global
history from a certain perspective and vice
versa, because a central dynamic of mod-
ern globalization processes is directed to-
wards the ordering of the world — not only
through military and political action but
also through economic interdependencies
via value chains and the construction of
corresponding infrastructures. This is ac-
companied by imagined world orders that
are culturally shaped in various ways and
also have a spatial dimension.
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However, the editors of the volume rightly
argue at various points that the importance
of the spatial dimension for understand-
ing history corresponds to the place that
this dimension occupies in education. If
one looks for a place at universities where
space-making, mapping, or spatial literacy
is discussed, then it is more likely to be his-
torical geography (a sub-discipline that is
now marginalized in many countries, even
within geography) than history. And, of
course, there are the many facets of geopo-
litical thinking that play a role in the social
sciences — often normatively charged and
presented with revisionist intent.

This volume is an excellent introduction
to changing this. It is clearly written by
academics who have experience of teach-
ing space-making and present their argu-
ments in a didactically concise manner.
The introduction shows that there is no
universalist version of spatial history, high-
lighting that the North American version
(mainly concentrated on the West Coast),
for example, differs from a French version
in which the impulses of Henri Lefebvre,
Michel Foucault, and the Annales school
continue to be felt. In Germany, by con-
trast, the prominence of geopolitics and
cartography in the expansion of the Third
Reich led to a notable absence of maps
in the arguments of most disciplines af-
ter 1945. Added to this are the influences
of the respective historical contexts: the
Cold War, the globalization euphoria of
the 1990s, the conflicts over the fate of
the Palestinian state or the collapsing So-
viet Union or Yugoslavia, migration and
porous borders of nation-states, world-
wide chains of goods and value creation,
the new role of urban centres as possible
global cities, etc. etc. The term spatial turn

holds together a bundle of different devel-
opments rather than describing a homoge-
neous phenomenon.

The first chapter, written by Bernhard
Struck and Riccardo Bavaj, focuses on
maps and takes the example of nineteenth-
century Poland as a space colonized by
Russia, in which a cartography developed
posing the question of power through
counter-mapping. This example makes it
clear that maps are not graphic representa-
tions of facts but rather instruments in a
dispute for which there are, however, rules
that are administered by an increasingly
professionalizing community of cartog-
raphers. The controversial nature of these
rules was recently demonstrated by a very
prominent example, the ethno-nationalist
carte rouge produced by Hungarian car-
tographers at the end of the First World
War, in Daniel Segyevy’s Leipzig disserta-
tion. Other examples in this section of
possible sources of spatial history are travel
guides; trajectories of individuals described
in various forms of literature, including
autobiographies and memoirs; newspapers;
and architectural drawings. In all cases, the
authors use many examples to illustrate
how a new perspective on these traditional
source genres can emerge when the spatial
lens is held up in front of the eye.

The second part of the book is entitled
“Exploring Spaces” and follows the ac-
tors of space-making first into maritime
history, which is explored with ships, and
next into the history of everyday life, with
a special look at the places of collective
leisure. By taking a closer look at rivers
that connect regions and infrastructures
that give order to space, the section fi-
nally arrives at border zones, which have
experienced a multi-faceted rise in recent



years — as contact zones, as transitions
where the qualitative difference between
empire and nation-state can be clearly
demonstrated, or as places where hybrid
identities are constantly recharged due to
ongoing migration. All five chapters are
highly interesting in their own right and
demonstrate the fruitfulness of spatial his-
tory. However, what is a little bit lacking is
a systematic approach that makes it clear
why these particular examples were chosen
and not others, for which it could equally
be claimed that they add new facets to spa-
tial history.

This leads the reader to the third section,
in which concepts, tools, and approaches
are reflected upon. It begins with a dis-
cussion of “Lefebvrean landscapes” as a
tension between physical space and so-
cial space, manifested in various forms as
“representations of space” and “representa-
tional space” in the language of Lefebvre.
The experience of a landscape (played out
here using the example of mountains) and
the cultural processing of this experience
in literary texts offers Dawn Hollis the op-
portunity to demonstrate very convincing-
ly the relationships between very different
types of space-making. With the heading
“Maritoriality”, Michael Talbot first points
out that territory naturally also means wa-
ter surfaces, moving on to concentrate on
the transformation of space into territory
and thus on the making of territory, which
means (following Charles Maier’s interven-
tions into the field) sovereign control over
people and infrastructures and should by
no means be reified as given space. Using
an example from the Ottoman Empire in
the late eighteenth century, Talbot shows
how incomplete territorialization process-
es often were and still are today. This is fol-
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lowed by chapters on regional imaginaries
(in which the fluidity of the term region is
not problematized in detail, but is never-
theless chosen as a starting point for the
contested character of regional imaginar-
ies), on economic geographies (in the field
of tension between cultural interpretations
of the economic and its analysis of the
basis of “hard facts”, which can easily be
cartographically included into large data
collections), and on digital mapping. They
all follow the central message of this guide
to spatial history: spaces are made, and this
making happens in competition between
different actors and results in different vi-
sualisations and other cultural artefacts.
The volume concludes with a concise (al-
though unfortunately, as is common on
the Anglo-Saxon market, largely limited to
English-language publications) but none-
theless very useful bibliography that will
encourage further reading.

One can only hope that this volume will
be widely used in academic teaching so
that the innovation of spatial history is
firmly anchored in the history curriculum
as soon as possible and no longer has to be
distilled from the offerings of neighbour-
ing disciplines.

Note
1 R.White, What is Spatial History (Stanford Uni-
versity: Spatial History Project), Stanford 2007.



