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Cartographic tours

Cartographers at work 
(source: Davis 2003)
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introduction
Maps are powerful both as representations of the world and as agents in the 
world. And they are central to the colonial endeavour, both in its beginnings 
– the travels into and conquests of the unknown – and in the subsequent 
control with those conquered, theoretically known, territories.

In Michel de Certeau's terms, maps are radically opposed to itineraries, 
constituting two very different ways of representing territory, respectively a 
totalising flattening juxtaposition of similar entities and a narrative of one's 
movements through territory (1984). As such, they also imply two very dif-
ferent perspectives: one from above, and one from within.

This chapter explores, firstly, the clash in perspective – which also happens 
to be a continuity – between personal tours and official maps, and secondly, 
the intricate relationship between processes of naming and their officializa-
tion through maps. Thirdly, the chapter considers how such map-minded 
principles – and errors – of spatial organisation have effect in the daily lives 
of the Emerillon. Finally, such spatial visions are contrasted to Emerillon 
spatial practices, as travel and narrative.

maps in and of the world

Of Exactitude in Science

... In that Empire, the craft of Cartography at-
tained such Perfection that the Map of a Single 
province covered the space of an entire City, and 
the Map of the Empire itself an entire Province. 
In the course of Time, these Extensive maps were 
found somehow wanting, and so the College of 
Cartographers evolved a Map of the Empire that 
was of the same Scale as the Empire and that co-
incided with it point for point. …

Travels of Praiseworthy Men (1658) 
by J. A. Suárez Miranda

Jorge L. Borges 1973

maps as powerful representations
In his introduction to A Universal History of Infamy, Borges defines as ba-
roque the style which "only too obviously exhibits or overdoes its own tricks 
… and [which] borders on its own parody" (1973). As such, the eminent 
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cartographers of the Empire, in their attempt to attain perfection – totalising 
exactitude – overdo the art of cartography by producing a 1:1 reproduction 
that reflects the landscape by what one could call absolute two-dimensional 
mimesis. Like wall-to-wall carpets constitute two-dimensional projections 
of a three-dimensional living-space, the maps of the cartographers cover 
and colonize, demonstrating the Emperor's territorial grip from border-to-
border. Through the neglect and irreverence of future generations, the map 
is left to the rigors of sun and rain, and eventually disintegrates. The few re-
maining fragments become shelters for occasional beasts or beggars, and the 
map thereby ends up being part of the landscape it previously only reflected.

Borges' baroque allegory1 thus states about maps what I have said in Chap-
ter 3 about historical narratives, namely that such representations are never 
only representations, but become objects in the world they describe. They are 
at once representations of the world, and act in and upon the world, imposing 
their definitions. It thus complies with the idea that representations of space 
are generally also representations of territorial power.

Borges' fable about the map that equals the depicted territory in dimension 
is of course baroque: the map-territory relationship is often used as an ex-
ample of the differences between object and representation exactly because 
of the proportional discrepancy. Maps are "good to think with" in more than 
one way. Bateson, in his seminal essay on play, employs the map-territory 
relationship, although he, unlike myself, specifically sees it as a one-way, re-
flective relationship. His goal is once again to explain classes of difference 
– logical types – in human perception and in semantics, for example as we 
saw above that the word 'cat' cannot scratch (Bateson 2000: 180). Only in "the 
dim region where art, magic and religion meet" are metaphors meant, only 
there do people mistake signs for the objects they signify, and die for flags 
(ibid.: 183).

But as stated above, I maintain that representations are significant agents 
not only in the dim and fairly intangible "regions where art, magic and reli-
gion meet", but in all spheres of life, social and political. And this also goes 
for maps. Bateson is right in stressing the logical difference between mes-
sages and their objects, or, in Peirce's more precise terms, between sign, 
interpretant and object (Peirce 1998). It is exactly when this distinction is 
not made that signs are mistaken for their objects and names for the named 
(Wittgenstein 1995: §37-38), with the general ontological confusion that en-
sues as to the nature of what actually is. But this logical distinction, once it 
has been established on an analytical level for a specific sign-relation should 
not hinder the acknowledgement that on an empirical level, in the world 
1 For it is indeed Borges who is the author and not a "Suárez Miranda". Borges' fables may 
afford extraordinary analytical metaphors, but I would be careful in using them as empirical 
descriptions, for example, in the way his charming "Chinese encyclopaedia" of animal catego-
ries, knowingly cited by Foucault, has been used in arguments about cultural relativity (e.g., 
Sahlins 1995).
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of social processes, signs hardly ever remain only signs, but themselves be-
come objects in the instance they are produced / uttered / performed. They 
do maintain a privileged relationship to their own object, as representations 
of a something else, but at the same time they become representational ob-
jects that in turn have representations. This is a generative semiotic process, 
a perpetual transformation of representations into represented, of signs into 
objects. As such, maps as representations of the world are at the same time 
objects in the world, objects that can be denoted by, for example, the word 
"map".

The process I analyse refers to signs on the level of social practice. I am thus 
interested in maps as objects, and my analysis will focus on them as such, 
on their historical makings and the uses to which they are put. But since 
maps in social practice are seen and read as representations of territory, this 
necessarily entails that they also have to be analysed as representations, for 
that is their stated role in the world. In fact, the synthesis of this relation is to 
consider maps as representational objects that derive their authority exactly 
from the fact that they are just that: representations. That might exactly be 
what makes them "scratch".

Concerning the account of Borges, which illustrates to its logical extremity 
the mechanisms of cartography, it could be claimed, as above, that the car-
tographic endeavour is not only concerned with representational precision, 
that is with the simple relationship between topos and map, but also with the 
installation and demonstration of imperial authority over territory. In that 
sense, maps also reflect the relation between land and titles to land, and, by 
extension, the relations between the holders and claimants of those titles, 
and thus between people and between sociopolitical entities. If maps are not 
only representations of topos, but also of social and political relationships 
and power struggles, then their effectiveness becomes clearer. We hardly ever 
read maps only topographically, as depictions of the distribution of physical 
features of the earth's surface. We mainly read them as geopolitical represen-
tations, relating the distribution of political power, for hardly any place (to-
pos) on earth has not been transformed into space (social, political logos) by 
the activities of humans, amongst them, cartographic. Even if we only seek 
to find our way through the landscape, we know that political obstacles may 
stand in our way just as much as rivers and seas. In this perspective, maps are 
political objects, as we shall see further exemplified.

Maps are political statements that have an effect on the course of events. 
They change the world. Although territorial wars are fought out in the field, 
they are settled in conference rooms, over maps. Borders are traced on them, 
in virtuality, before they are transposed into the landscape that the conflict 
was seemingly all about. And, to begin with, the decisions to fight were taken 
in those same rooms, over maps, and in other similar metropolitan quarters, 
and not 'on the ground', along the borders. In that sense, people die over 
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maps – and the word 'cat' scratches. And where some people have access to 
those rooms of decision and to the definitory productions of maps, others 
do not.

map-making: conquering the unknown, weaving a one
As there is the known and settled, represented in maps, there is also the 
unknown, unpractised, still to be mapped and claimed. As we have seen in 
Chapter 3, travels into the unknown are at the forefront of the colonial en-
deavour, that is the work of explorers, both amateur and scientific: to create 
continuity in the chaos of unknown rivers, plants, animals and human be-
ings, to make it practicable and ultimately governable, to transform it into a 
one.

To illustrate this process, I will draw on Michel Serres' metaphor of the 
weaver (tisserand), the "artisan of unified space" (1977: 38-39). Serres in-
terprets Penelope's weaving as two-dimensional representations of Ulysses' 
travels and discoveries. In different ways, they both weave together formerly 
disconnected sites of the unknown, transforming it into a known and con-
nected, practised and "betravelled" whole. As Serres says, their enterprise is 
to "find the unified space [...] by which these singularities, of an impractica-
ble, unconceivable coexistence, fit together. Open the road, the way, the trail, 
the path into this disconnected chaos…" (ibid.: 38). So while Ulysses goes 
from place to place and spins a narrative through his actions and displace-
ments, Penelope, through what can only be described as telepathic empathy, 
weaves the travels of Ulysses (and her own waiting) into narrative fabric. 
They set out on a joint venture, producing the narrative, the fabric and the 
spatial unification at once, weaving together all those dispersed and dispa-
rate places and peoples into an object: a textile, a fabric, a fabricated one.

This is but a metaphor, but it gives a good image of the relationship be-
tween travels of conquest and its products. As I said above, the explorers of 
French Guiana were construction agents, weaving the unconnected into "un 
espace unique", a unified territory that could then be claimed and eventually 
governed. Mapmaking was an important part of this process of objectifica-
tion and maps were the material results.

tours and maps: two extremes of spatial experience
Although there would be no unified space to make claims to without the 
two-dimensional fabric of Penelope, she and Ulysses do two very different 
things: Ulysses moves through the landscape, while Penelope transposes his 
movements into a map. Their experiences of space are poles apart.

To further understand the mechanisms of the cartographic endeavour, as 
well as the opposition between lived, positioned experiences of the landscape 
– those of the actual inhabitants, but also of the cartographers in action – and 
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what I would qualify as the non-empirical overview of maps, I find Michel de 
Certeau's distinction between itineraries and maps very useful, as well as be-
ing quite obviously related. The map and the tour/itinerary are two different 
ways of conceiving of and relating the same territory. One – map – is based 
on a totalising, synchronous, taxonomic juxtaposition of similar, detached 
entities, the other – itinerary – on spatial praxis, on travelling through, on di-
achronous, narrated or narratable action (Certeau 1984: 119-20). The map is 
an instantaneous configuration of coexisting positions, an indication of sta-
bilities. He borrows the opposition of "map" and "tour" from Linde & Labov, 
who identify two different types of apartment descriptions made by their 
inhabitants: "The girls' room is next to the kitchen" versus "You turn right 
and come into the living room" (ibid.: 119). One description is based on the 
simultaneous juxtaposition of elements, perceived as from afar, the other de-
scription reproduces the movement through the apartment as a guided tour.

I have used the opposition between itineraries and maps quite literally in 
my work in central France (Møhl 1997) to analyse how, during a land real-
lotment in which surveyors confront farmers over the same land in a con-
flict over expropriations, two very different discursive modes meet, but never 
communicate. The surveyors see the landscape as composed of "plots", "pe-
rimeters" and "limits" through a totalising overview – literally, a map – of jux-
taposed elements of the same order that can be rearranged through simple 
calculation – which they do. The inhabitants, practitioners of that land, can 
only conceive of and narrate it in terms of their movements through it and by 
the personal and ancestral histories that have formed it. They identify every 
element of the landscape with people, living or dead, they read it as they 
would a genealogical tree or some other social representation. And when 
they are forced to look at and make meaning of the maps, and the measures 
undertaken through the logic of maps, their fingers walk them through the 
map. They visualize it as if they were literally traversing the landscape. They 
identify their own home and then walk out from there, identifying elements 
of the landscape as they go. So where the surveyors identify for example "lim-
it", the inhabitants see "the hedge that separates my field from Jean-Pierre's, 
that needs trimming and that's full of early-fruiting apple-trees" (ibid.). 

The important point is not that different people read maps differently, but 
that maps provide and are correlated to a particular way of perceiving space, 
an external perception that is often opposed to the practitioners' perception 
and in general carries high authority. In the course of the land reallotment, 
the hegemonic vision of the landscape, the map version, was the one that 
overruled the other: through map-informed operations, people actually lost 
their land and thus important parts of their history and potential. The de-
scribed process provides another example of how maps affect peoples lives, 
regulating space, bestowing it with meaning instead of simply reflecting it 
through a neutral grid (cf. Gupta and Ferguson 1997).
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The map version can only be perceived from the outside, even from afar, 
otherwise the landscape cannot take on the quality of similar, detached enti-
ties. It is a question of perspective of perception, of position. The distinction 
Certeau makes between itineraries and maps finds a parallel in the one Tim 
Ingold makes between globes and spheres: "Unlike the solid globe, which can 
only be perceived as such from without, spheres … [a]re to be perceived 
from within" (Ingold 2000: 209).

Continuing this discussion of perspective and the position of the perceiv-
ing subject in relation to what is perceived, it is interesting to note that maps, 
in opposition to aerial photographs, actually incarnate a view from nowhere. 
This becomes conspicuous in the technical discussions of how to make maps 
by use of aerial photography. As our French Guianese cartographer Hurault 
says, maps reflect the terrain two-dimensionally, that is, orthogonally. And 
as classical trigonometry has it, two orthogonal lines never meet. Hurault 
asks: "Can one liken a photograph to a map? [...] A map is, in the strict sense 
of the term, an orthogonal projection of the ground onto the surface at level 
zero. That is not the case for the aerial photograph. The photograph is a coni-
cal perspective of the ground. [...] The photographic image records what an 
observer would see from the same place over the ground, i.e. not a map (to 
do so, the observer would have to be positioned at an infinite height above the 
ground), but a perspective." (Hurault 1963: 1-2, my italics). The map has no 
view-point, its perspective is impossible, since the two orthogonal lines de-
limiting the perspective never meet. The aerial photography is without doubt 
taken from afar, from "bird's-eye view", echoing the distancing experience 
that Michael Jackson has of the village he usually perceives from within, the 
day he and his daughter contemplate it from a nearby mountaintop, seeking 
exactly … overview (Jackson 1989: 7-8). Contrary to the map, the aerial pho-
tography – and the cinematographic image – is taken from somewhere. There 
is a position, there is a perspective, it is a possible human – albeit maybe 
motorised and sometimes exclusive – version. The map is phenomenologi-
cally impossible.

Indeed, Certeau likens the map-version of life to the scientific discourse, in 
opposition to an "ordinary" lived experience (1984: 120). In the map, the 
perceiving subject is omnipresent, omnipotent. In the photo, ends meet…

!!"!#$%&!'()*!+)&,%(%!!!!!!!!!!!!!"!#$%&!'()*!-)*%&,%(%
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from somewhere to (almost) nowhere – from tours to maps
The metaphor of the weaver creates a continuity between itineraries and 
maps, for what links itineraries and maps is the creative process of cartog-
raphy. Indeed, before the arrival of aerial photography and, later, of satellite 
photo-technologies which endorse the authority of such previous "hand-
made" maps, mapping depended entirely on personal movements, tours, 
through the landscape. These movements – as well as certain points of an-
chorage, like names, particular elements of the landscape, etc. – were then 
transposed into two-dimensional representations, maps. In the following, I 
will explore this process of transformation of personal itineraries into official 
maps. This process is also a semiotic transformation of indexes, based on 
movement and touch – physical contact – into icons, based on a presumed 
small-scale likeness with territory.

Map and tour should therefore be understood as opposed only as analyti-
cal constructions, whereas they empirically are often linked. Indeed, Certeau 

notes that although maps and tours 
do reflect opposed experiences, they 
are nevertheless linked by historical 
continuity, the relations of space go-
ing from narratives of itineraries to 
totalising, abstract maps. The early 
maps often maintain signs of their 
"touristic" makings, for example, a 
drawing of a sail ship, surrounded 
by waves and somewhat amorphous 
dolphins (see detail left), but these 
operators are gradually eliminated, 
leaving way for the abstract scenes 
of Euclidian geometry, stripped of 

any reference to their makings. As we saw above, this also seems to imply a 
movement from what Certeau calls "ordinary culture" to scientific discourse, 
two different extremes of experience (1984: 120-121).

Columbus probably sighted the coasts of the Guianas as early as in 1498, 
Vincente Pinzon investigated them in 1500, and several cartographers made 
sketchy maps of the coastal lines of most of South America over the cen-
turies, among them, Kerkove, commissioned by Raleigh in 1596. But the 
first overall map of the French Guianese territory dates from 1654 (Du Val 
(d'Abbeville) 1654), when French Guiana was only a vague protectorate with 
no borders and no name, and was yet again to be lost to the Dutch for a pe-
riod. This rather approximate map was enriched in detail over the 18th and 
19th centuries through the efforts of explorers who ventured into the interior, 
as always by way of the rivers. But, as Curtinot notes, although the maps of 

Ship arriving on the Guianese coastline
detail from map by Jan Van Doet, 1585
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the coastal regions became more and more precise, the maps of the interior 
remained compilations of travels along the rivers (2002).

French-Dutch expeditions of demarcation were undertaken during the 
first half of the 20th century and in 1945 mapping "took off " into the air: the 
American army commenced aerial photography of the regions. And in 1947, 
when French Guiana had traded in the status of a colony for that of a depart-
ment, the French Institut Géographique National (IGN) started employing 
aerial photography, covering all of French Guiana from 1949-1958 (ibid.). 
On the ground, the geographer Jean Hurault began the meticulous work of 
systematic geographical measurement in 1947 and, for 17 years, while also 
working in Africa, he travelled up and down most rivers to map the region. 
He is, according to Françoise and Pierre Grenand, the principal cartographer 
and geographer of French Guiana; before him, the rivers were only summar-
ily traced, their sources were unknown and the geological relief and altitudes 
remained completely unknown (Grenand and Grenand 1989).2 Since then, 
more and more sophisticated techniques have taken over. Satellite photog-
raphy was introduced in the mid-sixties (Curtinot 2002), and recently, the 
IGN has begun covering French Guiana by non-optical numerical radar im-
ages, established on the basis of so-called spatio-triangulation, a technique 
that can measure altitudes despite the habitual cloud ceiling (Cantou 2003), 
indeed penetratingly omnipercipient.

These techniques have certainly almost attained the total perfection of 
Borges' cartographers, but only almost, for the photos are still "taken from 
somewhere" and lack the "infinite point of view" or perfect two-dimension-
ality that maps have. And, indeed, quite a lot of scientific energy is put into 
trying to eliminate this last default. Hurault has dedicated a book to aerial 
photography and to the establishment of maps from such photos (in French 
Guiana and Cameroon), considering how to adjoin several photos and ob-
tain precision on the precarious fringes where their respective perspectives 
meet and where the images therefore do not coincide exactly (Hurault 1963). 
This is also a serious concern of the Satellite Image Unit of the IGN concern-
ing their radar images, and the illustration below is a mosaic of a series of 
radar images juxtaposed to create one total image where the perspectival 
imperfections have been reduced.

But the imperfections have only been reduced, not entirely eliminated. 
For their reduction is obtained through approximation and identification 
of topographical likenesses rather than through precise measurement, and 
there will therefore never be total precision, total certainty. The borders be-
tween images constitute fuzzy zones that will never obtain the same scien-
2 During this work Hurault demystifies (and demounts) the so-called Monts Tumuc-Humac 
that according to older sources formed a vast chain of mountains delimiting French Guiana 
to the South, mentioned in early accounts as the possible location of El Dorado. In fact the 
"mountain chain" turned out to be a number of small inselbergs, but only in the 1960s did the 
Monts Tumuc-Humac disappear from the maps (Hurault 2000).
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tific authority as the centres, and the maps 
carry those imprecisions with them, even 
when they are elaborated on the basis of 
such omnipotent techniques. To the inad-
vertent eye, the mosaic of radar images to 
the left could be mistaken for a total image, 
and it certainly looks precise, but its mak-
ers know it is only aspired and statistical – 
and not total – perfection. (NB: I will leave 
it to the reader to identify the contours of 
French Guiana, for as indicated, they are 
not part of the indexical image, but belong 
to the sphere of symbolics – they have to 
be added on, so to speak, even if they are 
often founded on natural elements in the 
landscape, such as rivers and seas).

Furthermore, one of the main techniques 
used by the IGN to obtain precision and reduce the perspectival imper-
fection, both of aerial photography, but also of the "see-through-all" radar 
images, is the use of GPS control plotting on the ground. In the same vein, 
Hurault notes that to be of any value, aerial photography must imperatively 
be accompanied by triangular measurements and topographic descriptions 
on the ground (1963).

So what we have in the beginning of French Guianese cartography are pure 
itineraries, travel narratives through landscapes, sometimes accompanied by 
sketchy drawings and geographical observations, descriptions upon which 
cartographers back in Europe then establish two-dimensional representa-
tions that can hardly be considered maps but rather look like pictorial enu-
merations of islands, bays, capes and river mouths, assigned with and distin-
guishable only through their names. In fact, the coastal lines with their river 
mouths look more like directories than like spatial representations, as in the 
detail of the map of Jan Van Doet (page 80). There is no overview, only 
sequence, spatial practice and action – movement, itinerary.

But through a series of transformations, the traces of their touristic mak-
ings are eliminated from the maps. The techniques evolve radically, propos-
ing first overview, then almost total precision. But even when sophisticated 
techniques are used, even when we move into the era of high-definition spa-
tial technology and transpiercing radar, the views do not procure and satisfy 
their makers with total precision (omni-science) and must be accompanied 
by movements on the ground to confer iconic precision.

Furthermore, because they are void of any sociopolitical content, the new 
territorial representations have to rely on the older, hand-made maps for 
carrying any kind of authoritative signification and for being used. Satellite 

A mosaic of radar images (so-called ERS 
images) of the totality of French Guiana, used 
for establishing the official IGN map
(source: Cantou 2003)
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images contain no names, no borders3, the symbols of politics do not reveal 
themselves to and in them. Even natural borders do not stand out as such, 
they must be defined as "borders". In this manner, the content of the old 
maps is reassessed. Technical prowess – the mimetic authority of satellite 
images and their iconic exactitude – informs and reinforces the exactitude 
of those man-made, hand drawn, indexical maps that are thereby lifted to 
the status of "things as they are". And thus symbolic and indexical authority 
unite with iconic authority in these emblems of political power.

One such effective type of symbolic content or marker procured by old 
maps is toponymy, place names. 

names and naming
In the following, I will discuss mainly topographical, but also ethnic names, 
their plotting into maps, and different uses and effects of such representa-
tions in the lives of the Emerillon today. I will also consider the nature and 
effects of some of the borders – national, regional, protectoral, park-related 
– that concern Emerillon movements.

toponymes
Names are applied to places and appear on maps, often for reasons that are 
either unknown or difficult to unravel, sometimes more obvious or even ac-
counted for. The history of the European encounter with the territories of the 
Americas is full of such inspired and creative namings and renamings, often 
rooted in errors of navigation and communicational miscomprehensions: 
- Exploring what today is known as the West Indies, Columbus thought he 
had found a westward shortcut to India and named the inhabitants "Indios". 
- In the same period, Amerigo Vespucci, realizing the latitudes did not cor-
respond to India, identified this Mondo Novo as a separate continent, and 
from his indications, the Alsatian cartographer, Martin Waldseemüller, de-
picted this new continent on a world map in 1507, naming it "America" in 
Vespucci's honour.4 The indigenous inhabitants today combine these two 
foreign designations by employing the common denominator, Amerindian. 
- When the first expedition of Sir Walter Raleigh arrived on the territory 
today called Virginia, his crew went ashore to ask the inhabitants the name 
of their country so he could claim the right to it. The inhabitants readily an-
swered and with this information in hand, Raleigh put a bill before the Brit-
ish Parliament to confirm his rights to what later turned out to mean "You've 
3 Except borders that have been baroquely exaggerated and are visible from space, e.g. the 
Great Wall.
4 In fact, apart from some Caribbean islands, only the eastern coast of North and South 
America appear on the map. A narrow slip in the hinterland is identified as "Terra Incognita", 
and beyond that, the sea takes over again (Waldseemüller 1507).
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got good clothes" (Batten 2001). (Having unravelled the mistake, he renamed 
the area after Queen Elisabeth I, also called "The Virgin Queen").

As we saw above, without the symbolics of toponyms, but also ethnonyms 
and nationalities, maps have no content. They are reduced to iconic repro-
ductions of something only a few astronauts will ever experience directly, 
namely a territory seen from so far away that it can be seen in its totality. 
Even so, it is usually attributed names – continental, oceanic, polar, etc. – as 
well as coordinates, and thus vested with symbols. Indeed, toponyms are of-
ten so integrated in the landscape that they seem to be part of it; places and 
names (object and sign) are confounded, maybe even more so than persons 
and their names (cf. Wittgenstein 1995). In maps, they are certainly taken to 
relate not denominations, but places. By saying this, I actually criticise the 
confusion of logical types that I knowingly exert myself above. But the pro-
cess in which representations become part of the world and start scratching 
is one thing. Confounding the map and the territory is quite another. It can 
sometimes look as if places simply had names, once and for all, inherently. In 
this vein, the geographical engineer Curtinot regrets that some place names 
have been forgotten (2002: 20), as if the name had not been invented and 
could not be reinvented. As if the place disappeared along with the name...

Concerning toponyms, the Guianas stand out as an exception compared 
to the rest of South America and the Caribbean in that names of indigenous 
origins predominate (Lézy 2000: 235-38). This is attributed to the work of 
Raleigh and Keymis, and the English, French and Dutch explorers following 
in their tracks. For the early Portuguese maps of the areas carry toponyms 
of mainly European origins (Rio Doce, Rio Verde, etc.), whereas those con-
secutive to Keymis' travels carry a predominance of names of "indigenous 
origins" (ibid.). But this does not necessarily mean that they are also indig-
enous toponyms, that is, the names that indigenous groups living in those 
places actually use about them. Lézy does not make this distinction when 
he analyses the origins of toponyms on the 1995 IGN map of French Guiana 
(ibid.: 251ff). Nevertheless, we remain within the realm of European maps 
made for European purposes with European-defined toponyms. At the most, 
the preponderance of names of indigenous origins can be read as a sign of 
respect for the indigenous populations by European namers, as Vidal does 
(ibid.).

If we take the example of two early toponyms that concern the present 
study, Guiana and Cayenne, there seems to be agreement that the names are 
of indigenous origins, but from there on, the sources vary. Guiana, which in 
the late 16th century was Raleigh's designation for the area around the Ori-
noco River that he investigated, is commonly taken to be of Carib origins, 
and some sources indicate that it means Land of many waters (Lézy 2000: 
235-38). Lézy, based on Vidal, supposes that it is derived of the Carib word, 
uni, water (ibid.). Without specifying which language, but probably refer-
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ring to the Carib Wayana, Devèze notes: "…Cayenne – Caïana, maybe of the 
same Indian origins as the word for Guyane, Ouyana…" (1965), whereas an 
etymological dictionary gives a Tupi origin to Cayenne ("early forms: kayan, 
kian; orig. - Tupi: kyynha, quiynha") (Hoad 1996). I will not try to solve this 
type of puzzle here, but simply note that, for one, if these names were indeed 
equivalent to indigenous toponyms, then there would not be such confusion 
concerning origins – suffice to ask, so to speak. The problem is that we do not 
know who were the actual original speakers and namers, nor the conditions 
of the transformations of their utterances into European writing. Secondly, 
even if these names were indigenous toponyms, they hardly designate the 
places and, mainly, territorial expanses that they did in their (presumed) in-
digenous origins. 

Thus, although some researchers are interested in the etymology of topo-
nyms, the studies are rarely accompanied by analysis or explanations of how 
the names got on maps: by whom, from whom, when and under which cir-
cumstances. The studies remain linguistic: "this name could be of such and 
such linguistic origin, and could mean this or that". But nothing in a purely 
linguistic analysis of toponyms on the basis of maps can establish whether 
such names are indeed indigenous toponyms or simply the results of the haz-
ards of cartography. Finally, there is no room for differing names, although 
different groups of different linguistic origins – even different persons – may 
use different names for the same places just as they do for animals, plants and 
for each other. The origins of names is indeed a fascinating topic, but it must 
take into account the historical, social and political processes which brought 
them about – and onto official maps – to be of any say. Once again, we find 
ourselves in a domain where answers are less concerned with inalterable 
facts and intrinsic meanings than with historical processes – the production 
of such facts and meanings.

successive toponyms, coming and going
Villages come and go, and names change. I will not go into a detailed com-
parison of different maps from different epochs, but just make some general 
remarks. In a region with such a turbulent demographic history as the Guia-
nas, maps and names have changed incessantly, due to colonisation, immi-
grations, gold rushes, to the indigenous populations' more or less nomadic 
lifestyles, as well as to their demographic declines and ensuing expansions. 
Not only did the indigenous populations move a great deal mainly in the 
early periods, due to demographic and colonial pressure, but more recently, 
settlements have also appeared and rapidly disappeared again.

Indeed, nowadays any movement through the landscape is accompanied 
by constant references to prior villages, settlements, garden plots and other 
territorial occupations. And owing to circumstances and coincidences, this 
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village will have been plotted onto a map and this other will not, for exam-
ple, if it was established just some months after the last cartographic mission 
passed. If we take into account the Emerillon settlements in the Maroni basin 
and its affluent, the Tampok, in the period from 1989 to 2001, many changes 
have occurred, which the irregularly edited maps of the inner region are in 
no way capable of reflecting. On the Maroni River, the village of Barkarel was 
abandoned after the death of its founder in the 1990s. On the Tampok River, 
the hamlet of Edouard was abandoned after the violent death of a young girl 
and moved to an emplacement further down the Tampok; this settlement 
was then abandoned when Edouard's wife was killed by gold-diggers in De-
cember 2000. The mixed (Emerillon and Wayana) village of Kayodé, count-
ing almost 200 inhabitants in 2000, provided with a school in 1990 and more 
recently with a military outpost to control movements on the river, was only 
a small settlement in the late 80s, and its name has changed from Wempi 
to Kayodé on the maps since its founder died. The mixed village of Elahé, 
named after its founder and still carrying his name on maps, also after he 
died in the mid-90s, is today referred to by many inhabitants as Malipahpan. 
The village has grown and changed and, had it not been for the school, the 
village would probably have split up into at least two smaller villages because 
of internal disputes – instead it has stretched out, reflecting the social opposi-
tions. A few years ago, some inhabitants were establishing a new settlement 
further up the Maroni, within canoeing distance of Elahé, and other settle-
ments, more or less permanent, have probably sprung up in the region since.

Incidentally, the village called Elahé ("Elaé" on the map below) is incorrect-
ly situated on the first official IGN map of French Guiana (IGN 1989). The 
current village, founded by the Wayana leader Elahé in the 60s, is situated op-
posite the northern point of a big island that lies at the confluent of the Itani 
and Tampok Rivers, but is represented on the map as lying at the confluents 
of the Tampok and a small, impracticable branch of the Itani (running east of 

the island). Indeed, the indicated 
location was an earlier settlement 
site – people remember it; a burial 
site is now situated there – but it 
was abandoned many decades 
ago. Presumably, the cartogra-
phers have confused the two sites, 
probably basing their new maps 
on old ones. So on the 1989 map, 
the lively village of Elahé is situ-
ated on the location of the extinct 
settlement, several hundred me-
tres to the south of its actual em-
placement.detail from IGN map 1989, with my correction
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Now this could be defined as a purely map-minded matter, belonging to a 
realm other than daily life on the rivers and in the villages, and having to do 
only with the exactitude of maps. But certain regulations concerning the area 
have been made on the basis of such erroneous maps and impinge upon daily 
life, as we shall see further on.

Emerillon settlements and villages certainly come and go. The Emerillon 
move out of a location upon violent death to avoid the danger of the spir-
its that tend to linger on after such deaths. Other situations cause disloca-
tion, for example, splitting up for political reasons or even withdrawing from 
the authorities and their interference. The simple need to find new fishing, 
hunting and gardening opportunities is another current reason for moving. 
Many villages start out as seasonal settlements and then become more per-
manent, although the introduction of schooling and the attraction it has on 
children and their families has largely reduced such mobility. Nevertheless, 
people who do not have children of school age still move rather frequently, 
and when they do have children, they sometimes move between villages with 
schools.

The maps also carry the remnants of other movements, for example the 
numerous gold washer villages that emerged during the various gold rushes, 
lately, in the 50's and again in the 90's. Like many indigenous settlements, 
such sites have sprung up and been abandoned again within a few decades, 
but many still figure on the maps. However, where those of the 50's were 
legal, corresponding to official concessions, many of the later ones are illegal 
and therefore do not appear on the official maps. Again, this is not only a 
question of mapping exactitude, but of political concerns: such settlements, 
officially reprimanded, are neither officially acknowledged nor impeded. 
Map blindness reflects authoritative blindness.

simultaneous presences, simultaneous names
Settlement patterns are just as changeable as social life: villages come and 
go, and their names with them, or the names change when the villages are 
not deserted. Numerous villages connected with mining activities have sur-
faced and disappeared again, existing today only as names on maps and in 
the memories of a few people. The maps carry traces of all those changes, 
echoing ephemeral settlements or successively changing names, reflecting 
the temporal variations. But there is another aspect of names, concerned with 
different simultaneous names. For when it comes to villages, they are usu-
ally associated with certain groups and sometimes with persons, e.g. their 
founders, and therefore tend to maintain their names even across linguistic 
frontiers (although they sometimes have several names, e.g. official – fixed 
– names and indigenous – changing – ones). But the rivers and their many 
affluents as well as the incessant waterfalls that obstruct them are usually not 
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associated with peoples and individuals. These topic elements rarely come 
and go, and do not change position, at least not at the speed of villages and 
settlements. They are generally used as markers in the spatial orientations of 
their various practitioners, and their names vary according to who travels 
them and what language they speak. When they constitute national frontiers, 
they sometimes have different names on the other side of the border.5 A suc-
cession of maps can take into account that place names change, although 
once places have been mapped, their names tend to stick, not varying much 
from one map to another, excepting different spellings. But the logic of maps 
does not (or only very rarely, e.g. in countries that are officially bilingual) 
take into account that places may simultaneously have different names ac-
cording to who names them.

As we have seen above, map making is a very down-to-earth enterprise, 
so to speak. It is wholly human, based on personal itineraries, mishaps and 
chance, and this obviously also goes for the toponymic aspects of mapping, 
the filling in of content. In Chapter 3 we saw how the explorers of the inte-
rior depended entirely on their indigenous guides and canoeists, not only 
for moving, orientation and provisions, but also for identifying and naming 
other groups, as well as animals and plants. This is attested to in the many 
names of indigenous origins in these regions. And this obviously also con-
cerns place names, although it is rarely discussed in relation to cartography. 
In cartography, it is as if it were possible to identify one correct name, as if 
name and place were confounded or seen as one (as implied in Wittgen-
stein's critic of the name theory). But in practice, places have no names, but 
are provided with them by humans.

Accounts of scientific and cartographic expeditions rarely make mention 
of logistic matters, but were it not for the guides and canoeists, most for-
eign voyagers would not have much chance of entering into and surviving in 
the interior, yet alone of making encounters and scientific findings. On the 
Maroni and its affluents, mainly Boni (Black Maroons) have been employed 
as canoeists and guides, often venturing with the expeditions into unknown, 
unpractised country. Some Amerindians have also acted as guides; some of 
my Emerillon interlocutors worked for the national mining prospects in the 
50's and 60's. So people of different ethnic origins have served not only as 
practical tour guides, but also as toponymic guides and thus, to a large extent, 
as name-givers. The transposition of such namings into official toponyms 
on maps rests on arbitrary grounds, among other things the randomness of 
5 As Certeau states, frontiers not only separate, they are also common points, per definition 
shared (1984: 127). This is obviously an intricate dilemma in battles over territory, battles that 
can only operate with exclusive ownership, especially when such frontiers are not just maplike 
non-spaces (ibid.), but concern wide stretches of practicable space, like rivers. One response is 
to apply a different name, thus in a certain sense creating another object – one that carries its 
owner's mark. But in practice, there will still be encounters and mutuality... (see also Bassar-
gette and Di Meo 2008).

Sans titre-1 336p.indd   88 14/05/12   16:29



89

4   Cartographic tours

who named, both because some places were simply not named, but mainly 
because most places carried several names, employed by different ethnic 
groups who practised them simultaneously. Such a multitude of different 
names does not have serious consequences in daily life, and different groups 
usually know and acknowledge each other's different toponyms. But the log-
ic of maps does not allow for multitude: only one name was transposed onto 
the map and officialized.

Again, this feature would not in itself constitute a problem – practice leaves 
room for several denominations – but it becomes a serious problem when 
such toponyms, their existence and officialization on nationally authorized 
maps and, mainly, their indigenous origins are used in arguments about ter-
ritorial rights, as we shall see below.

Scientific expeditions and endeavours usually have the obligation to pro-
duce and bring home data – "data mystified as fact", as Marilyn Strathern 
says (1999: 4). Scientific displacements in space are thus often accompanied 
by toponymic plottings that anchor the produced data geographically. With-
out questioning their zoological findings, I will describe the methods of a sci-
entific expedition concerning their production of toponymic data, as it was 
related to me. Some time before my arrival, a group of zoologists visited the 
Maroni basin to commence an investigation of local fish-poison techniques 
and their influence on fish reserves. They would also supply important in-
formation about fish reserves in general, valuable for assessing the effects of 
gold digging in the area. To undertake this research, they organised several 
fishing expeditions with a group of Wayana living on the Itani River. The 
expedition set off up the river and began to produce data. Every time the 
indigenous members of the expedition caught a fish, it was identified – in 
Latin and in Wayana – and measured, the exact coordinates of the catch site 
were noted on a chart using GPS and the indigenous guides were asked to 
name the place in Wayana. These names were then quite simply, and with-
out questioning the procedure, identified as Wayana toponyms and plotted 
into the charts. – Although such a procedure could seem quite innocent and 
inconsequential, it perfectly demonstrates the arbitrary nature of the data 
produced and it draws a parallel to naming procedures of former expeditions 
and implies that they were equally arbitrary and subject to the same condi-
tions of hazards and communicational miscomprehensions. Such apparently 
innocent acts of definition and data production indeed have both direct ef-
fects and side-effects.

On one such occasion, the expedition went up a river that the Wayana 
didn't usually fish on. And when the Wayana guides were asked to name the 
places where the fish were caught, they were often short of an answer. My 
interlocutor gave the following depiction of the situations and exchanges: 
"They would catch a fish and identify it. Then the scientist would make his 
GPS measurement and ask, 'So what is this place called?' The Wayana guide 
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would answer that he didn't know. 'But it must have a name!', the scientist 
would reply. 'Well, uh, we don't come here much', the Wayana would reply, or 
'I don't really remember…' 'Well, try to remember, it must have a name', the 
scientist would retort. And so the guide would make an effort, think hard and 
come up with a name in Wayana". In that way, one place came to be named 
Pahpan, meaning "The place" in Wayana. In another, "The place the aïmara 
was caught". In yet another, "The place the white man got angry", and so on, 
throughout the expedition. And these Wayana namings – although probably 
not unlike the usual circumstantial Wayana naming practices, but certainly 
far from being actual Wayana toponyms, that is, place-specific names – were 
plotted into the maps in the form of toponyms.6

The account is obviously amusing, but the point is not to depreciate the 
zoological information procured nor the ecological arguments made on the 
basis of the expedition and that data. I simply want to illustrate the circum-
stantial nature of such "findings" and data. For there is no doubt that similar 
misinterpretations have played an important role in the namings of the rest 
of French Guiana and in cartography in general. It's the same type of misun-
derstanding by which Virginia was initially named "You've got good clothes".

More specifically, it is the production of toponyms of places not before 
named in languages not before used about them that I wish to point out. For 
in the course of time, these names will enter other maps and be used by sub-
sequent expeditions. And they will eventually constitute sources for new of-
ficial maps, craving for new findings and new toponyms, eager to be ever up-
to-date. So slowly but surely, these words, flung out casually under fortuitous 
circumstances, will discard their very earthly makings and start their slow 
ascension into the realm of official maps, views from nowhere, as official 
toponyms, omnipotent data. And they will shed their light on history as the 
evidence of Wayana presences in the named locations and be used as such.

some other mapping practices
But cartographers and natural scientists are not the only ones to establish 
taxonomies and causal evidence, anthropologists have always taken an active 
part in such "data" production. In fact, it is probably my own praxis and map 
productions that originally caused my awareness of the potential effects of 
maps and made me reflect upon the processes and the motivations of their 
production.

During fieldwork, when trying to get an impression of the locations of 
Emerillon settlements, the simple act of plotting yet another hamlet into my 
sketchy map and attributing it with the name my interlocutors indicated was 
always a satisfying and somewhat reassuring act. I was not only bringing 
6 A series of similar zoological misnamings are described by Walter & Avenas (2003), for 
example how the French naturalist Sonnerat gave a Malagasy lemur the name "Indri" when his 
guide pointed out the animal. In Malagasy, indri means "look".
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home something tangible, but also obtaining a kind of overview and grip on 
Emerillon space, both topographic and social. I was producing concrete in-
formation about Emerillon spatial distribution and thus about French Guia-
nese spatiality, in the first place meant to enrich my own knowledge, but also 
to be reproduced in the form of anthropological research. I was aware that I 
was in a way committing the classical sin of "assumed isomorphism of space, 
place, and culture" (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 34), although I wasn't making 
any implications about relations between "a culture" and specific territories. 
I was simply noting where actual Emerillon individuals currently lived and 
the names they gave to those places, knowing that they would most certainly 
move on later, that those places would be reclaimed by the forest, although 
not forgotten, and that my maps would quickly become out-of-date. But they 
would nevertheless go on existing, maybe in a report or on published pages 
and, as such, would continue to produce meaning of different types and im-
plications, in the same way that all literalizations, but mainly written and 
printed ones, do.

Moreover, at some earlier point, I had 
produced a map of French Guiana re-
flecting the distribution of Emerillon 
settlements. This map, reproduced here, 
had been edited and published in the 
booklet accompanying a CD of Emer-
illon music that the Emerillon associa-
tion, Kobué Olodju, had commissioned. 
The map represents Emerillon settle-
ments as ovoids, relative in extent to the 
size of the settlements, in the habitual 
manner of so-called proportional circle 
maps. This seemed to be the best way 
of showing where the Emerillon lived 
and that they lived in two separate ar-
eas, one group slightly bigger than the 
other. It was also intended to highlight 
Emerillon presence where it is usually 
disregarded, especially in the Tampok and Maroni River basins to the west, 
where the CD was recorded. But by inadvertently adopting the proportional 
circle method – where city populations are depicted as circles, their size cor-
responding to the number of inhabitants, so being relative to the size of other 
cities/circles, but having nothing to do with the actual spatial distribution on 
the ground – I had produced a particular image of Emerillon spatial anchor-
age and spreading that was not void of implications. For although I was oper-
ating on an approximate scale of 1 : 7 000 000, the extent of my ovoids in no 
way operated by the same scale. Instead, like the demographic proportional 

a map of "Emerillon territory" of my making
Source: Kobué Olodju 1997
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model, they operated with an internal scale, reflecting the relative size of the 
two distinct Emerillon settlement areas, to show that one was approximately 
twice as big as the other. The map thereby meshed two different types of ref-
erences, one based on likeness and scale (territory -> map), the other mainly 
on symbols (relative size of settlement areas).

Furthermore, the ovoids on my map were made so as to include all the 
Emerillon settlements in the area, but they thereby also covered non-Emeril-
lon settlements and villages. In the habitual manner, I had called the shaded 
zones "Territoire des Emerillon", and had extended the authority of this pos-
sessive statement by including a track connecting the two zones, called "An-
cien chemin des Emerillon" on the official IGN map. A so-called "dot map", 
where each dot represented e.g. five Emerillon, would have been more exact 
and more "politically correct", although it would of course not have avoided 
correlating "culture" and "place".

The reason for including and discussing the 
map above is mainly that, in this case, I know 
exactly how it came about and what motivat-
ed its form and content. I also have a reasona-
ble idea of its diffusion. From there, I can only 
envisage some of the possible interpretations 
it may be subject to, for example, concerning 
the possessive statements it contains. 

But in fact, installing the Emerillon as "the 
covering ones" is exceptional, usually the im-
age is the reverse and the Emerillon are the 
ones to be evicted from the picture. As an 
example, the map to the left shows the loca-
tions of the inhabitants of the Maroni river, 
doing exactly what I predict could come out 
of the scientists maps, namely installing ex-
clusive Wayana presence, not through nam-
ing practices on the ground, but through the 
map logic of ovoids.

The Emerillon are exempt from the picture 
(although room – purple space – has been 
made for the little Arawak group near Saint 
Laurent). Like the emperor's map – and my 
grey ovoids – the green "Wayana zone" covers 
the territory, extending far beyond Wayana 
settlements, thereby covering all the Emeril-
lon settlements and villages of the Tampok-
Maroni region. "Green = Wayana territory". 
It both neglects and excludes any Emerillon courtesy of S. François (François 2003)
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or other presence, for the map logics of ovoids is exclusive, "either / or". And 
like toponyms on maps do, the map logics of ovoids with name-tags on them 
installs possessiveness and opens up room for claims made in its name.

Concerning the relationship between names and territories, Herzfeld notes 
that indeed, personal – or ethnic or national – names attached to territories 
"can lead to powerful expression of possessiveness, as much toward a re-
gional name as toward the territory that it denotes" (Herzfeld 2001: 79). Not 
only are the name and the person confounded, as in Wittgenstein's name 
theory (1995), but so are the group of persons and the territory, establishing 
a one-to-one isomorphism.

ethnonyms: Teko / Emerillon
If we look beyond spatial representations and assumed one-to-one relations 
between groups and territories, another vital question is that of naming so-
cial groups. This is of course closely connected to the question of determin-
ing what is the unit to name.

Such issues have always concerned anthropologists. For one, it is linked 
to the old discussion of notions like "tribe" and "society", and to the prob-
lem of isolating such units from the extensive systems of exchange in which 
they were enmeshed (e.g. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940; Naroll 1964). 
Such empirical "disentanglement" is always a vital question, mainly because 
it is concerned with establishing boundaries and thus with mapping out the 
social. But just as questionable, and only more recently put up for scrutiny, 
is the semiotic act of naming itself, i.e. of applying a name to what one has 
isolated. For naming is a practice that not only discerns, disentangles, but 
actually constructs its object (cf. Ardener 1989; Hastrup 1995; McDonald 
1986). Meyer Fortes himself observed about the Upper Gold Coast region 
that "no "tribe" of this region can be circumscribed by a precise boundary…" 
(1940: 239), but as Kirsten Hastrup notes, by applying the name "Tallensi" 
to a selection of persons, he nevertheless did just that – he created a precise 
object and invented a people (1995: 147).

I have already mentioned how the classical distinction between the Arawak 
and Carib groups is considered as a colonial product, depicting Amerindian 
groups' relations of affinity with respectively Spanish and non-Spanish con-
quistadors rather than any definitive differences between the named groups, 
whether it was concerned with languages or with attitudes of hostility. When 
the Spaniards encountered a hostile group, they generally defined it as Carib, 
whereas friendly groups were defined as Arawak (Paine 1996). Furthermore, 
the words "Carib" and "Galibi" derive form the Arawak word kaniriphuna 
(Renault-Lescure 1988) and these words were then picked up and used by the 
Europeans. Naming and characterizing peoples rarely came about through 
direct contact with the peoples themselves.
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Likewise, the Emerillon were bestowed with various different names by 
travellers who clearly did not come into direct contact with them, but had to 
rely on other groups for denominating them. Otherwise they would probably 
simply have named them Teko. No sources indicate when it became clear that 
there was a difference between the external term and the self-designating 
term, probably because such dissonances were frequent in colonial history 
and did not pose a problem. Furthermore, it is probable that the term Teko 
was translated as "humans" or "Amerindians" rather than as equivalent to 
"Emerillon", in which case there was no apparent discord.

When I tried to trace such equivalences or simply to understand the mean-
ing of the word Teko, my Emerillon interlocutors alternately answered that 
Teko meant "humain", "indien" or "Emerillon", depending upon the situation 
and to what they thought I was designating. But this was a typical denotative 
circle where I was never sure whether they were referring to the Emerillon 
group when saying "indien", considering other groups non-Indian, or wheth-
er they actually meant all the different Amerindian groups of the area or even 
in general. Teko occasionally meant "humans" as opposed to e.g. spirits or 
animals. Sometimes Teko was even translated as "you and me", thus includ-
ing myself. So all in all, it seemed that the best translation was "we". And 
obviously, as Greg Urban also says, describing the same type of incongruities 
between external and internal denominations concerning the Shokleng, "we" 
is a malleable term, taking on different meanings in the different instances 
in which it occurs (1996: 44). Concerning the Shokleng, none of the external 
denominations used for the group are recognized by themselves as group-
denoting (ibid.: 43).

The underlying question is of course whether the Emerillon have a cat-
egory designating themselves in the way others designated them, i.e. as a 
contained indigenous group of which any person may be defined as a mem-
ber or not. This is not at all certain. At least the term Teko would not do, it is 
a wholly contingent term. It may even be defined as a consociative term (cf. 
Amit 2002), maybe, as Urban suggests, the "we" of the present, of the here 
and now, referring to those who share empirical experiences (1996: 46). As 
such, it cannot designate a fixed social group, for example an "ethnic" one. Or 
else the term "ethnic" needs reconsideration.

To grasp the term, it is therefore pertinent to ask whether its specificities 
relate less to what it designates and more to the way it designates. From that 
point of view, there is indeed a social group in the most common under-
standing of the term, a group that speaks a shared language and thinks of its 
members as related, and that mostly uses the term Teko to talk about itself. 
But the way the term Teko relates to the group – it's "object" – is not charac-
terized by a direct, denotative relation, but by indexical signs that are played 
out in the course of events, and that simply point to the concurrent group of 
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people, whether they are two or four hundred. As such, Teko is a social sign 
that, in its modalities, far exceeds language.

Today, Teko is usually equated to the external denomination by the Emeril-
lon themselves, but this seems to be more a question of commodity and rhet-
oric, and less of semiotically denoting the same object. And if Teko is strongly 
indexically charged, "Emerillon" is, as demonstrated in its taxonomic origins 
and current use, a predominantly symbolic sign, dictated by convention. The 
two terms thus relate to the group in very different ways, they are not just 
equivalent ethnonyms, but signs of a totally different order.

According to the Emerillon, it was the animals that named humans 
(Couchili and Maurel 1994: 51), presumably with the term Teko. Along this 
logic, even Teko is an external denomination! One may presume that when 
the animals did so, they were distinguishing themselves from humans and 
thus designating a precise object, but the Emerillon nevertheless continue to 
use the term in the indexical, more-or-less-inclusive, consociative manner 
we saw above.

There are two sides to the question of the term "Emerillon". One, does it 
correspond to any auto-denominating term or Emerillon conception of a 
"we"? And secondly, what are the groups and people that different observers 
have, over the years, identified as "Emerillon" or a similar term, and where 
did the word "Emerillon" come from? For if naming and identificational mat-
ters were tricky when discussing directly with the Emerillon, they were cer-
tainly even more precarious when they depended on non-Emerillon guides.

If we turn to the early sources, several observers have indeed tried to es-
tablish who the people or groups being identified as "Emerillon" actually 
were and whether they were the direct ancestors of the group we know today. 
Here follows a list of some early sources making mention of Emerillon, or of 
groups that are later identified as the Emerillon because they carry similar 
names or are described in similar terms in the original sources:
t� Grillet et Bechamel (1674) mention Mersiou and Mauriou on the Haut 

Arataye and Upper Approuague Rivers (P. Grenand 1982).
t� Drouillon (1674) mentions Moriou at the source of the Approuague 

River (P. Grenand 1982).
t� Gabaret de l'Hérondière (1716) mentions Moriou as having moved to 

the Ouanary River (P. Grenand 1982) – but Hurault & Frenay allege 
that neither Moriou nor Maouriou should be confounded with the 
Emerillon, since the pronunciation is very different and, mainly, the 
two former groups disappeared between 1740 and 1760 (Hurault and 
Frenay 1963: 133).

t� D'Anville (1729) mentions Merillon on the Upper Mana River (P. Gre-
nand 1982).
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t� D'Auddifredy (1731) mentions that a group of Emerillon went down 
the Maroni River to take the Norak Indians by surprise, to take prison-
ers to eat (Hurault and Frenay 1963).

t� Kerkove (1760) mentions hearing of Méréons on the Tampok River 
(Hurault and Frenay 1963: 153; Maurel n.d.).

t� Patris (1766) mentions Emerillon on the Inini River (P. Grenand 1982) 
and estimates their number to be 400 (Navet 1994).

So around 1729 d'Anville uses a term that comes quite close to Emerillon, 
namely Merillon, and in 1731, the current spelling is used. There are diver-
gent opinions as to the origin of this denomination and the original written 
sources don't seem to make any mention of their presumably oral sources. 
Like with maps, we do not know who actually pronounced those names, but 
can only guess. The guesses are usually based on linguistic evidence rather 
than on concrete indications of their particular makings. And, again, the 
viewpoints vary. Pierre Grenand maintains that Emerillon stems from Pali-
kur, whereas Didier Maurel suggests a Carib, most certainly Kaliña, origin, 
referring to the presumed characteristic haircut of the Emerillon at the time, 
as it is inferred from photographs from the 19th century (Maurel, personal 
communication). In fact, one explanation does not exclude the other. A Pa-
likur speaker might have heard a Kaliña denomination and transferred it 
into a word in his own language designating traits that he associated with 
the group in question. Such a process would just be following the same type 
of associational procedure that the French presumably followed when trans-
forming their guides' denominations (e.g. Mersiou or Meriou) into "Emeril-
lon", from the association with a well-known French term designating the 
Sparrow Hawk (Accipiter nisus) as well as the fishing tool that pivots, the 
swivel. As the etymologist Michel Desfayes says, names are often created by 
attraction to other names that one is already familiar with (personal com-
munication, 24 Sept. 2003). According to this logic, a Frenchman would have 
heard for example "Meriou" and associated it with "Emerillon" when making 
his notes. And, incidentally, the word Emerillon, known since the Middle 
Ages in French literature (Dauzat et al. 1971), has connotations of movement 
and swiftness (from latin: esmeri), recognised in relation to both the hawk 
and the turning swivel. The word also offers another type of association: The 
Sparrow Hawk is a hawk that 'throws' itself on its prey (other names lancerat 
etc., from lancer to throw), as Desfayes writes (ibid.). So one can wonder if 
the word "Emerillon" made association to the elusiveness and mobility of the 
Emerillon (i.e., their lack of presence) or to the fear of being the prey of their 
lances (i.e., their threatening presence). But one can only wonder, never know 
for certain, how they got their foreign name.

Finally, while in the field I was told that one of the Emerillon clans carries a 
name that can be assimilated to "Emerillon", namely Merejon dju-a-upui (see 
page 214, note 5). I unfortunately did not pursue the matter concerning the 
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meaning of Merejon, which was simply translated to me as Emerillon. The 
crucial question is, of course, whether Merejon is a recent Teko adaptation 
of the French "Emerillon" that has then been added to "dju-a-upui" (which 
refers to a physical trait, muscular arms) or whether "Emerillon" is an ad-
aptation of, for example, a Kaliña denomination that in turn could derive 
from the Teko "Merejon" or, alternatively, whether the users simply derive it 
directly from the Teko word, Merejon.

Today, the Emerillon use both Teko and "Emerillon", reserving "Emerillon" 
for relations with non-Teko/Emerillon. It is thus a question of perspective, of 
who speaks to whom. As mentioned in the introduction, I employ the term 
"Emerillon" for two reasons – because it is the official term used by others in 
French Guiana and elsewhere, but mainly because I am spoken to and speak 
from a position that situates me within the field of tension surrounding the 
group, and not as a member of that group (although I can occasionally be 
part of a "we", Teko). The Emerillon themselves recognise this difference, e.g. 
when they called the CD of Emerillon music "Teko dzembi'a: Musiques des 
Emérillon" (see Chapter 8), the latter part being a direct translation of the 
first, one meant for a Teko public, the other, for a non-Emerillon public. But 
again, in its non-exclusive meaning, i.e. when it is not used to designate "the 
ethnic group" or equated to the external "Emerillon", the word Teko could in 
specific situations, under shared experiences, very well include myself. When 
I say Emerillon, I am thus in the field of rhetoric and not of ontology – albeit 
constantly trying to "get the aim right" (Barth 2002).

maps and coordinates in the lives of the Emerillon today
As Gupta and Ferguson said in the early nineties, anthropologists had hith-
erto not attached much interest in the matter of space nor the above men-
tioned isomorphism of culture, space and place. "Space itself becomes a kind 
of neutral grid" (1992: 7). Since their much cited article, many anthropolo-
gists have directly addressed questions of space and spatial perceptions, and 
a certain "deterritorialization" has made its way, both through the analysis of 
empirically multi-sited fields7 (Marcus 1995) and in the general theories of 
culture.

In that vein, what I intended in the first part of this chapter, was to look 
in a general way at some of the ways in which space is produced, especially 
through the fabrication of official maps and names. Furthermore, I was in-
terested in the relationship between tours and maps, examining how such 
7 The concept of multi-sitedness does not in itself, however, shed the mentioned isomor-
phism, but rather disperses it. Analyses of migration often operate with a homeland that is all 
so much more territorialized, in that the migrants have been distanced and deterritorialized 
from it (e.g. Olwig 1997; Pærregaard 1997). In other words, seeking out one's informants in 
various distant sites does not necessarily imply deterritorializing, i.e. disconnecting senses of 
self and of culture from a specific territory.
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spatial productions, albeit cast in the forms of official documents and dis-
courses, are highly human productions created through the haphazards of 
individual itineraries. Now it is time to leave the lofty regions of views from 
above (or even nowhere) and go back to the terrestrial regions where those 
maps came about in the first place and where they continue to produce sense 
and have effects. In the following, I will therefore look specifically at certain 
maps and the related conceptions of space and territory that have played 
and continue playing more or less significant roles in the daily lives of the 
Emerillon, both effectively and potentially. And even if the tale continues 
'on the ground', it is exactly this interplay between different perspectives that 
warrants attention. For it is exactly because maps – like so many other natu-
ralised fictions – have that superlative overview, that authoritative position, 
that they have effect.

la "zone réglementée", a question of coordinates
As noted above, the village of Elahé is inaccurately situated on the IGN map 
from 1989. This error has been rectified on the 2nd edition of the map (IGN 
1995). But the original cartographic error goes on playing a special role in 
the life of the inhabitants of Elahé. The error clearly dates back further than 
the 1989 map, for it seems to have been behind the specificities of the es-
tablishment of a so-called zone réglementée (regulated zone) in 1970. This 
zone was originally intended to keep tourists from venturing into the uncon-
trolled parts of French Guiana after a fatal accident had happened there. The 
measure was thus set up to protect tourists. But following the protests of the 
concerned populations that they were the ones in need of protection against 
imported viruses and unrestrained tourism, the protected zone was later de-
scribed as having been established to protect the indigenous populations of 
the concerned area, both culturally and sanitarily, as well as to prevent peo-
ple from entering "Indian country" (pays indien) without knowing the risks 
(Direach 1977).

The zone covers the Southern third of French Guiana and is subject to the 
control of the three Gendarmerie posts of Maripasoula, Camopi and Saül. 
There are three interesting points to note about this zone: one, it has no legal 
justification; secondly, it is imprecise, not to say indeterminate; and thirdly, 
the status of the village of Elahé is open to interpretation and is generally 
placed outside the zone, precisely because of the aforementioned cartograph-
ic error. And if this has any importance at all, it is because, in the minds of 
those in charge of implementing the decree, the zone does indeed exist, has 
legal status, is perfectly well defined, and requires control. And this gives rise 
to a quantity of incidents in the lives of the concerned populations.

1) Legal status: For one, all of French Guiana is national territory, and 
the French constitution gives public access to all areas that are not privately 
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owned, military zones, defined as parks, or otherwise regulated by the con-
stitution. Nothing authorizes the Prefect to restrict access, and the zone ré-
glementée is therefore unconstitutional. But on the other hand, no one has 
ever seriously tried to overrule or abolish the restriction, neither higher au-
thorities nor individuals or associations. For there are certain advantages to 
the zone – and maybe also to its indefiniteness. Many different people have 
benefited from maintaining the illusion of the restricted zone, mainly when 
they also have the possibility of controlling the access to it. And although 
one needs to apply to the Prefecture in Cayenne to obtain an authorisation 
that one must then present to the local Gendarmerie when passing the line 
that ostensibly delimits the zone, such a pass can be quite easily obtained if 
one can present an invitation by inhabitants of the zone.8 On the other hand, 
it has also been used by various individuals, both inhabitants and non-in-
habitants in more or less powerful positions, to keep out "undesired" persons 
on dubious pretexts, notably scientists who wished to pursue their work in 
the area but were prevented from doing so by other, more influential scien-
tists. The decree is under certain circumstances also used against the popu-
lations to control movements in and out of the zone and to justify the pres-
ence of patrols. Nevertheless, the indigenous populations tend to affirm its 
importance, both because it regulates and restricts tourism into the area, but 
mainly because the existence of the zone should in practice prevent gold dig-
ging in the area. The zone has therefore for a long time been the indigenous 
populations' only recourse against the gold digging and its politically and 
sanitarily unhealthy effects. A national park has been under construction for 
around two decades and will, in principle, take over the role of controlling 
access to and activities within the area, hypothetically in collaboration with 
the concerned populations.9 But up till now, such control has rested on shaky 
legal grounds and has not been efficient.

It should be noted that the zone could be considered as constituting a sort 
of continuation of the former colonial zone, the Territoire de l'Inini.10 This 
territory was established in 1930 as a special protectorate, giving the Am-
erindian and Maroon inhabitants a quite privileged status. It was dissolved 
again in 1969, although French Guiana had obtained the status of a depart-
ment (and region) as early as 1947. But where the Territoire de l'Inini was 
indeed intended to protect the populations against external threats and also 
had a larger and much more precise coverage, the current regulated zone 
was, at least initially, intended to protect tourists against the zone's internal 
dangers.
8 One also has to present a medical certificate proving one is not a carrier of infectious lung 
diseases, which is obviously quite absurd.
9 Today, 2011, the so-called Parc Amazonien, in principle, exists (by decree of Feb. 27, 2007), 
but access continues to be controlled according to the Zone Réglementée rules.
10 This issue is discussed further in Chapter 10, in connection with territorial statuses and 
local politics.
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2) Limits: Concerning the limits, the decree is more than imprecise, not to 
say negligent. According to its article 2, the zone is defined as the territory ly-
ing to the south of a line going from Camopi on the Oyapock to the confluent 
of the Ouaqui (Waki) and the Maroni on the Maroni (Direach 1977). Now 
this line, in its above description, does not exist, for the Waki never meets 
the Maroni, but runs into the Tampok 20 km to the east (as the crow flies) of 
where the Tampok runs into the Litani, which further downstream becomes 
the Lawa and only thereafter, the Maroni. The point defining the Western 
end of the line therefore does not exist officially, which in practice means 
that the line – and the extent of control – can be drawn almost anywhere 
one would like. This mainly has consequences concerning the Maroni basin, 
since the eastern point is clear and coherent.

Because the line cannot be precisely drawn on a map, and therefore so 
much less so on the ground, the limits of that zone are, in practice, totally 
ambiguous and open to limitless interpretation, so to speak. And such inter-
pretations take place all the time by the people and institutions who control 
access. Indeed, even among the officers I questioned at the Gendarmerie of 
Maripasoula who are in charge of controlling access to the zone, there was 
disagreement as to which villages and settlements lie within the restricted 
zone. And although a few acknowledged that the decree was not very clear 
about this, they all seemed very decided to maintain the interpretive control, 
assuring me that their superiors knew perfectly well which villages lie within 
and which without, and thus which travellers needed to be controlled and 
which did not.

3) Elahé inside or not?: But mainly, the village of Elahé had been left out, 
although it was, and is, an exclusively Amerindian village and should there-
fore, in coherence with the overall idea of the decree, benefit from the same 
protective measures as the other villages. Some have held this was done on 
purpose, keeping one last Indian village open to tour operators and tourists 
(Hurault 1988), and it certainly could be argued that in the first proposal, 
aiming mainly to protect tourists, Elahé had been judged "safe enough". I 
rather believe it was an administrative error.

For if one arms oneself with clemency, it could well be argued that the 
original idea of the cabinet members was to draw a line going from the first 
major Amerindian village on the Upper Oyapock – Camopi – to the first 
major Amerindian village on the Upper Maroni/Lawa/Itani – namely Elahé. 
This would be coherent with the rest of the decree and with the fact that 
Elahé is and was an exclusively Amerindian village. The text thus describes 
one point of the line as starting in Camopi, and Camopi is indeed considered 
as "regulated", thus "inside", a fact that was asserted by a new decree in 1978 
(Direach 1978) and by the local Gendarmerie. But as we saw above, Elahé 
had been erroneously placed on the earlier maps, namely at the confluent of 
the Tampok and an impracticable branch on the Itani River (see map page 
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86), and these maps probably served to draw the line and then describe 
it in writing in the decree. But no map accompanied the decree and no vil-
lage names were mentioned on the Maroni side. If a map had shown that 
Elahé was included or if the text had mentioned the village, this would have 
annulled the fact that the village was erroneously placed on the map, and 
current interpretations would logically have included Elahé in the regulated 
zone, just as Camopi is. The fact the Camopi in 1978 was explicitly included 
in the zone further maintained Elahé in the speculative grey zone.

Again, these are not just purely map-minded matters, belonging to other 
logical realms, those of representations. The fact that Elahé has generally 
been considered excluded from the zone has had several consequences for 
the village and its inhabitants.

The first is obviously that tourists and other voyagers have open access to 
the village, an effect that is enhanced because the village is indeed the only 
one they can visit. They often come on their own, but tour operators also 
bring in groups and do not have to ask anyone permission to do so. With the 
tourists comes the exposition to the uninhibited tourist gaze and presence, 
so at odds with the inhabitants unobtrusiveness and discretion. The tourists 
are enchanted by what they read as 'out-in-the-open' village life and unin-
hibitedness: the completely open houses and huts – a few supporting beams 
and a thatched roof, the family hammocks hanging down from a rafter – the 
bare-breasted women and the naked children, people washing openly in the 
river. They do not see the invisible screens that protect against scrutiny and 
touch. The villagers are not exhibiting themselves, but they do feel exhibited. 
When the tourists have left, there remains the cleaning up on their garbage 
and excrements, for the village is not equipped for receiving such unaccus-
tomed visitors. Tourism is obviously not the villagers choice and they gain no 
profit from it whatsoever – except maybe a few pieces of candy thrown to the 
children with eerie smiles – but they can hardly fight it off, for officially Elahé 
is open territory. This even has the effect of an announcement, an invitation, 
emphasizing even more so the "openness" of Elahé. Besides, when opposing 
the administration about access to the zone, villagers are more preoccupied 
with trying to fight off the illicit gold diggers, who are much more threaten-
ing to their physical health. But in all the other villages, the inhabitants can 
officially (according to the decree, that is) fend off unwanted visitors without 
a pass.

The effect of the openness to tourism also has more symbolic and political 
effects. For one, it separates certain political concerns in the village of Elahé 
from the concerns of the other indigenous villages, creating a political cleav-
age within the overall Amerindian grouping of the Upper Maroni. Secondly, 
in keeping with a frequent essentialist attitude, it makes Elahé stick out as an 
"unauthentic Indian village" that does not "require protection" – in the eyes 
of the casual passers-by who advised me to move on to "a real Indian village"; 
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in the eyes of certain scientists who consider it outside "real Amerindian 
country" (e.g.,Chapuis 1999)11. In sum, the inhabitants of Elahé have nothing 
worth protecting, neither in their lifestyles nor in their persons. So although 
one may be very sceptical about all the implications carried in the protective 
attitude, the exclusion of Elahé certainly is to the disadvantage of the villag-
ers, also in political matters where they are isolated, as well as denying them 
the control with who moves about in their village and homes.

Interestingly, more recent observers speak of the line that delimits the zone 
as going from Maripasoula to Camopi in far more logical terms (e.g. Barnier 
n.d.; Wyngaarde 2003). They thus focus on the professed purpose of the de-
cree, namely to protect the Amerindian villages, and ignore the geographical 
flaws of the decrees and its habitual interpretations. To them, the entrance of 
the zone logically lies at the Gendarmerie posts where the authorization to 
circulate is checked, namely in Maripasoula and Camopi.

Le Parc…
The second example concerns the potential establishment of a national park 
in the areas currently inhabited by the Emerillon.

The project has been in gestation since 1992, but has run into an impasse, 
and it was for a long time doubtful whether the park would ever come into 
being. After the 1992 U.N. conference on environment in Rio, the French 
government decided to establish a vast park in the only tropical rain forest 
that was still European territory, namely in French Guiana. The park was 
to cover about one third of the department, not completely coinciding with 
the zone réglementée, but almost, concentrated in the southern part of the 
department. Some scientists have spoken for a location to the north (Hallé 
1998), but the present location to the south has, for the moment, been re-
tained. A first project was presented in 1995, but was not well received by 
either local Guianese politicians or the concerned inhabitants. By the local 
politicians, it was perceived as an intrusion in their regional affairs12, where-
as the Maroon and Amerindian inhabitants were worried about restrictions 
concerning hunting, fishing and gardening, as well as the danger of being 
turned into "exhibit specimens". They saw it as yet another paternalistic at-
tempt to circumscribe the indigenous populations and to conform them to 
traditionalist images of Indianness, etc. The project was therefore modified 
to coax the local politicians by offering them more influence, and to inte-
grate the local populations into the process, for example, by setting up local 
11 According to Chapuis (1999), the Wayana inhabitants of Elahé are excluded from "the 
heart of Wayana country", which he situates in a specific area on the Upper Maroni, not surpri-
singly where he did his own fieldwork
12 That these matters are complicated was reflected in the fact that the park was sometimes 
referred to as national, sometimes as regional, sometimes simply as natural, each term implica-
ting very different forms of governance and authority. 2011: Finally, maintaining the ambiguity, 
it is now called Parc Amazonien de Guyane – Parc National.
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offices and by engaging indigenous collaborators, relais parks, in the main 
concerned villages. As a result, many inhabitants of the area have been con-
vinced of the park's utility. The new project leaves them unrestricted rights 
to maintain their subsistence activities, generates a certain number of mean-
ingful jobs within the villages – meaningful because they can employ their 
knowledge of the forest – and gives them some say in the management of the 
park, both directly and as counsellors. Mainly, the park will entail a higher 
level of political control of the area and, in principle, a total restriction on 
gold digging activities within the perimeter, a restriction the Gendarmerie 
has not been able to maintain hitherto. All in all, apart from the clandestine 
gold digger companies, the different groups sense that they are being listened 
to and that their know-how is being called upon.

All of this is unfortunately hypothetical for the time being, most certainly 
for political reasons. The French government cannot reasonably carry out 
the project without the regional authorities' consent, and they seem to be 
stopping the procedure at some administrative level. One of the reasons is 
probably interference from above, but another seems to be that they are not 
sure what to do about the gold digging. For one, the clandestine gold dig-
gers have threatened to provoke "ethnic wars" if ever they were efficiently 
prevented from entering the zone (see Chapter 10) and this threat apparently 
worries the local authorities and the Prefect. During my fieldwork, the RG 
(renseignements généraux, the security branch of the police force) were very 
apprehensive about the situation and sent an agent to Maripasoula to in-
vestigate possible agitators and other potential trouble-makers (e.g. anthro-
pologists). And secondly, although the sanitary, social and political situation 
is much worsened by the gold-digging in the concerned areas, which most 
inhabitants and scientists point out (e.g. Grasmick et al. 1998), influential 
elements in the local administration seem to believe there is still economic 
benefit to be found in the gold digging, despite the very thorough report by 
economist and senator Christiane Taubira-Delannon (2000), which clearly 
shows that gold-digging is not an economically viable activity in this area 
when done lawfully, i.e. following the environmental, work and pay legisla-
tion. Obviously, it can be beneficial when the workers are under/unpaid il-
legal workforces and when the health and environmental laws are completely 
ignored, which is generally the case.

From the perspective of the Emerillon, the park is in a certain way the 
continuation of the aforementioned zone réglementée, which was in itself a 
continuation of the Territoire de l'Inini, all being external authoritative regu-
lations of the territory that the Emerillon live on and off of. These territo-
rial specificities are extended to the inhabitants, who acquire a special status, 
specific rights and restrictions in their daily lives that the other inhabitants 
of French Guiana do not live with. In a way, it does confine them to certain 
admissible lifestyles while prohibiting others. But according to the perspec-
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tive, the object of protection changes: if they see themselves as the objects of 
protection, this tendency is reinforced, whereas if they are defined as co-pro-
tectors of a mutual "natural" treasure, one that also enables them to continue 
living off the forest, then they are active subjects.

The park project directly concerns the spatiality of the environment inhab-
ited by the Emerillon, the ways it may be defined and the different acts and 
restrictions that may come out of such definitions, all of which the Emerillon 
have to relate to and make meaning out of daily. In this specific case, they are 
invited to the map-tables where those authoritative definitions "take place". 
And maybe that is one of the reasons why that specific spatiality has difficul-
ties being literalized.13

peoples and places I: the official IGN map of French Guiana
The third example of the roles maps and their makings play in the lives of 
the Emerillon takes us back to the issue of naming. It concerns the potential 
confusion of names given through the hazards of explorations, with names 
that have come about through settlements.

As mentioned, most settlements have been officially named after their 
founders or by using the inhabitants' denomination, and this also goes for 
villages and settlements that have been deserted or were only temporary 
or seasonal. Their names on the maps in some way or other relate to the 
presence and habitation of specific groups in specific sites. But many other 
places – rivers, mountains, islands, and the rock barriers or water falls that 
cut across the rivers, dividing them into a series of lakes rather than one long 
course – have been used and passed and traversed by a multitude of different 
groups speaking different languages, and they have all named these points of 
anchorage in their respective languages. In Certeau's terms these places have 
been transformed into space (1984), but in the present case, a variety of dif-
ferent socio-symbolic spaces thus coincide with the same place.

On the Oyapock River, archival documents have indicated the presence of 
a multitude of different Amerindian groups over the centuries. These groups 
may have died out but have left their traces in names, passed over to other 
groups, to explorers, to missionaries, or they still inhabit the regions and 
go on naming. On the Maroni River, numerous Amerindian and Maroon 
groups are known to have moved up and down the Maroni over the cen-
turies, sometimes as regular migrations and resettlement, sometimes more 
13 2011 follow-up: The park now officially exists, but the Amerindian populations, scientists 
and activists strongly contest the final delimitation that enables gold-digging in large areas of 
the park, notably around the Amerindian villages of the Maroni basin, the so-called "zones de 
libre adhésion". Their firm demand that the park serve to exclude gold-digging (and control 
other economic activities, like tourism) was not heard during the 2006 public survey and the 
final delimitation was hurriedly established and rendered public in 2007, supposedly for elec-
toral reasons, and possibly also to yield to the gold-digging that the authorities were unable to 
combat, as well as regional promoters of economic development.
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provisionally in connection with warfare and flight from incursions, among 
them, those of the Maroons from various trackers of runaway slaves. Dur-
ing the different gold rushes, the concerned areas have also been subject to 
Creole presence, movements and namings, and obviously, different French 
incursions have also produced their French toponyms. These places are thus 
multi-linguistically practised and named. But which names have found their 
ways into the maps?

As we saw in the introduction, Emerillon conceptions of their space and 
its different inhabitants do not operate with a separation of different realms. 
Instead, they flow into each other in an analogous way. The dense forest 
progressively makes way for clearings and sand stretches, the rivers change 
their extent with the seasons and they also sometimes change their course, 
and the banks and rocks change with them. Even the limits between villages 
and their surroundings can be quite indistinct. And certainly, a distinction is 
never made between "cultural" and "natural" elements of the landscape, since 
everything is inhabited and domesticated – by humans, animals, spirits and 
other creatures alike – and everything has the same cosmological origins.

But although Emerillon conceptions of space do not operate with such dis-
tinctions of different orders, maps do. They do so not only by the choice of 
distinctive symbols – settlements being typically represented by dots, moun-
tains by triangles, waterfalls by bars, forests by greenness, according to the 
key – but also, as we have seen, by the simple fact of having to choose one 
name. The literalization of certain tours and not others that mappings imply, 
contain specific choices. The map cannot reflect the instability and flow of 
life and history. It digitalizes the analogous. It speaks from a kind of punc-
tum, as Roland Barthes (1981) has said of photography, a necessarily fleeting 
up-to-date-ness, integrating all kinds of information and techniques – the 
state of the art – in order to give the most accurate picture of "things as they 
are". But although maps are punctums, they have a tendency to present some 
of their elements as more permanent than others, making this distinction 
between human and non-human productions, where the latter are generally 
considered as static.14 They thus contain a double discourse, because they 
are simultaneously punctums and historical documents, reflecting the past 
through their symbolic content, the names of long gone villages and obsolete 
names (the official historicity) and their own makings (the unofficial histo-
ricity – the tours). They are therefore also read as reflecting things as they 
were.
14 Interestingly, certain human productions change the "natural landscape" so radically that 
it calls for new maps: thus, the first official IGN map of French Guiana from 1989 was very 
quickly replaced by a new one in 1995, not because Elahé had been erroneously placed on the 
first map, but because a highly contested dam had completely changed the landscape as well as 
the view of French Guiana from afar, creating an enormous lake of 310 square kilometres. This 
radical physical change called for revised maps, for it so visibly made the 1989 map out-of-date, 
whereas all the small changes that go on daily are often overlooked, like the numerous deserted 
or unmentioned settlements and villages.
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This was indeed the way the official IGN map was used recently in con-
nection with the major contemporary cause of territorial conflicts in inner 
French Guiana, namely gold digging. The quest for gold lay behind the very 
first inspections and mappings of the French Guianese territory, notably 
those of Keymis for Sir Raleigh. About half of the names on maps concern 
deserted or active gold-digger sites, the early concise maps of inner French 
Guiana were mainly established to evaluate mining ressources and deliver 
gold digging concessions (Levat 1902), and still today the maps are used in 
questions of territory because of gold. Gold is significantly present in French 
Guianese cartography. Currently, serious territorial disputes are very rare 
between the inhabitants of inner French Guiana. When they take place, it is 
mainly between individuals and families, not ethnic groups. Some disputes 
arise in connection with commercial activities, namely commercial hunting, 
fishing and gold digging, but again as individual enterprises.

As for the gold digging, although it may be cooperative, in the sense that it 
employs many workers (most often of Brazilian origins, illegally brought into 
the country by entrepreneurs), gold digging is initiated by and profits indi-
vidual entrepreneurs. (In fact, often the workers are not paid, but are handed 
over to the police for expulsion when they claim their wages). It is therefore 
difficult to conceive of the gold digging as a collective enterprise. Certainly, 
where the gold rushes of earlier periods were mainly run by Creole prospec-
tors, today's gold digging entrepreneurs of the Maroni are mostly Boni. But 
that does not make gold digging a Boni enterprise.

Nevertheless, this tour-de-force of presenting gold digging in terms of 
ethnic interests was attempted recently in a confrontation between the gold 
diggers and the different local populations and authorities, with the help of 
maps and the scientific authority of an anthropologist. It was efficient to the 
point of making the prefect suspend the decree and allow certain prospectors 
into the zone, and succeeded in provoking a riot around the police station, 
a situation that lead to the killing of an elderly Emerillon women in Decem-
ber 2000. Had the prospectors not used the ethnic argument, the authorities 
would not have made way for a totally chaotic situation, as several newspa-
pers commented on at the time (e.g. Cantaloube 2000; Lemoine 2001).

The tour-de-force consisted in using the map and its toponyms in the ar-
gument about territorial rights. In a communiqué distributed locally and on 
the internet on behalf of "the gold diggers of the Waki" 15, the vice-president 
of the Miners' Union of West French Guiana (Syndicat Minier de l'Ouest 
Guyanais) declared that they had the perfect right to exploit the territories 
within the zone for gold digging, since all these territories were originally 
Boni territories, as they held. The land and its resources belonged to them by 
15 The Waki River is situated within the zone réglementée and this group is therefore, per 
definition, constituted of illegal gold digger entrepreneurs without permits or officially decla-
red employees.
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birthright. The territories, the vice-president asserted, had only recently been 
given to the Amerindian populations by a Boni chief (Gran Man) who owned 
the land where the two Emerillon villages of Kayodé and Elahé are situated. 
To consolidate this affirmation, the author pointed out that many sites in 
the zone réglementée carried Boni names on the IGN map. The gold diggers 
claimed that the Emerillon had immigrated from Brazil only recently, and 
if they inhabited and used these territories at all, it was only because Boni 
ancestors had granted them the right to be there. (Bena 2000)

The authors seized a classical territorial rights argument, namely "we came 
first", although they were not talking on behalf of the Boni as an ethnic group, 
but on behalf of a handful of "Waki gold digger bosses". Furthermore, all of 
the historical information put forward in the communiqué was faulty, proba-
bly based on a bad reading of historical sources and certainly on an inversion 
of toponymic causalities. The purpose here is not to contest that there might 
have been Maroon slave settlements on the Upper Maroni and its many af-
fluents in certain periods over the centuries, nor to enter into discussions of 
territorial rights on the basis of ancestral movements and occupations. The 
point is simply to remark, once again, that the presence of names of specific 
linguistic origins on maps can in no way be read as transcendent proof of the 
presence of those specific groups in those places on the ground, neither in a 
present nor an historical perspective, as it was done here. There is no one-to-
one relation between the map and the territory. It is possible that there were 
occasional Maroon settlements in the concerned territories, but that does 
not in itself explain the toponyms, nor vice-versa. Again, as mentioned, most 
of the concerned territories have been subject to settlements of a variety of 
different groups, and not just one. No one group can be said to have historical 
priority to the areas. And as we saw above, Emerillon presence in the con-
cerned area is by no means recent.

We therefore again have to pose the question of how those names got onto 
those maps, i.e., what specific (hi)stories can they be read as signs of. As we 
have seen above, names appear on maps in a multitude of ways, primarily 
from former maps and through the specific itineraries of specific naming 
individuals, both guides and cartographers. In the case of the visiting zoolo-
gists, we know the story. We know that the toponyms noted by the zoologists 
on their maps arose out of a succession of misunderstandings and quests for 
data, and we know that the presence that gave rise to those names was both 
very fleeting and totally fortuitous. We know the operation by which these 
incidents of personal itineraries and lived experience were transformed into 
elements of scientific discourse and authority, as Certeau would say (1984: 
121). We may also suppose that those maps and their names will nourish and 
give additional content to coming maps, maybe to future IGN maps, for the 
map-logic of up-to-date-ness implies an avidity for new information, topolog-
ical and toponymic alike. That is part of the ongoing colonising endeavour, 
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a task that is perpetuated in the explorative and scientific ventures, the con-
tinued pursuit of knowledge, especially of such mapwise largely unknown 
territories as inner French Guiana.

As for the presence of Boni toponyms in certain uninhabited regions in the 
west of inner French Guiana, there might also be very pragmatic – "itiner-
istic" – reasons to account for them. Indeed, we know that geographer Jean 
Hurault, with cartographer Pierre Frenay, undertook the initial systematic 
cartographic missions of the Maroni region and French Guiana in 1947 and 
worked on this project for several decades with different collaborators, rely-
ing mainly on Boni guides and boatmen for his travels in the Maroni ba-
sin. It is therefore reasonable to believe that this is one of the main reasons 
why the maps that came out of his travels carry a surfeit of Boni toponyms. 
And, as Hurault indicates, his predecessors and main 19th-century sources 
for the Maroni region, Crevaux (1877) and Coudreau (1888-90), also used 
Boni guides for their voyages in the region (Hurault 1989: 89-90), presum-
ably with the same toponymic effects. This predominance of Boni toponyms 
is confirmed by Lézy's analysis, showing that the majority of toponyms in-
scribed on the latest official map of the South-West quarter of French Guiana 
(IGN 1995) are of Taki-Taki origins – Taki-Taki being the lingua franca spo-
ken by the Maroon populations of the Maroni.

But Boni groups never inhabited the region. They are known to have taken 
momentary cover on the Upper Maroni (Itani) and the Marouini during pe-
riods of conflict between neighbouring Maroon groups, and took flight from 
emissaries of the colonial administration and plantation owners of Dutch 
Guiana (Surinam), sent out to catch the marooning slaves (Hurault 1961). 
But these fleeting settlements of refuge were hardly registered nor put on 
maps. It is therefore reasonable to believe that the Taki-Taki names simply 
come out of the use of Boni guides during the cartographic tours. As such, the 
Boni names on the maps have come about expressly for the mapping occa-
sions, Boni guides inventing names for places they had never before prac-
tised nor visited, much like the zoologists' guides did. Indeed, many of the 
names in question are contextual, referring to the travels through the sites, 
like waterfalls named dangerous or long, rather than being connected to, for 
instance, names of persons or ethnonyms. As confidential mapmaker guides, 
they have thus provided their versions to the mapmakers, whereas other 
names – those of the other simultaneous practitioners of the same sites – did 
not make their way into the maps.

The maps therefore tell the story of their own makings, and not of ter-
ritorial distribution. And although my purpose is not to go into arguments 
about priority, based on previous territorial occupations, that is exactly what 
the gold diggers do. But they base their claims to territorial rights on very 
unreliable "proof " material, namely on what can be described as the logical 
coincidences of mapmaking.
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The argument of the gold diggers is strong, nurtured by the scientific dis-
course of maps, a discourse that is being reinforced every time technological 
improvements add precision to the maps. The gold diggers, up to now, still 
have not been expelled from their illegal and polluting sites in the restricted 
zone. Instead, the administration has tried to make the Amerindian popula-
tions change nutritional habits, to avoid being poisoned by the mercury that 
the gold digging lets out into the rivers. A seminar was held for this purpose 
in the spring of 2001, in Cayenne, by the departmental health services. Dur-
ing the seminar it was proposed that the Amerindian populations should 
replace the large amounts of fish they consume by developing fish, chicken 
and iguana farms! The participating Amerindian representatives and scien-
tists maintained that this was, for one, ludicrous and unfeasible, secondly, 
not nutritionally sane and, thirdly and principally, not the adequate solution 
to a political problem. But they were obviously not addressing the right au-
thorities. As for the police authorities, the Prefecture and the gendarmerie, 
their main response to the gold digging was, as noted above, to keep an eye 
on potential troublemakers in the area and to remark that the gold would 
surely run out soon, so it was better to let the gold diggers go on till they left 
by themselves.16

peoples and places II: zoological data maps
Along the same lines, let me add a follow-up remark to the zoologists' maps 
and the conflicts they could potentially give rise to. Hitherto, Emerillon and 
Wayana had managed to live in more or less harmonious coalition without 
encroaching on one another's unofficial and hitherto unofficialized territo-
ries. There have never been any internal reasons to acknowledge such rights 
officially. Furthermore, since the Amerindians of French Guiana do not have 
a special status (e.g. as indigenous or ethnic minority groups), they have 
not been able to gain collective territorial rights, and have hitherto declined 
any proposal to acquire individual rights, rights that would be equivalent to 
ownership. But with the project of the park, both the Amerindian and Ma-
roon populations in inner French Guiana were compelled to react, for the 
initial project operated with almost complete wild life preservation in the 
overall zone and with small exempted "living zones" where the populations 
would have the right to continue their subsistence economies. But, as the 
inhabitants indicated, they relied on the whole territory for their subsistence 
economy, hunting and fishing in zones that significantly exceeded their liv-
ing areas, and furthermore they were not necessarily permanently sedentary. 
During a meeting in 1998, under the coordination of the FOAG, between 
a number of so-called "chefs coutumiers" (Wayana village chiefs and Boni 
16 By 2011, with the rise of the gold prices, the opposite is happening: there has never been 
as many illegal gold digging sites in French Guiana as there is today, and so far the only official 
response remains military, but it is highly inefficient.
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Gran Mans) with the participation of one Emerillon elder, a resolution – the 
Résolution de Twenké – was signed, aimed at defending the different groups' 
territorial rights with regards to the projected park. An unofficial allocation 
of the territory (that does not figure in the resolution) – a kind of "ethnic 
usage mapping" – was elaborated, despite the objections of the Emerillon. 
For this agreement outlined the Tampok basin with its tributaries as a joint 
Wayana-Emerillon territory, although the Tampok had hitherto mainly been 
used and inhabited by the Emerillon, with the exception of the mentioned 
mining and gold washing settlements of the successive gold rushes.17 The re-
cent mixed Wayana-Emerillon village of Kayodé does lie on the lower Tam-
pok, but the large majority of the Wayana live on the Upper Maroni (Itani). 
The idea of the mapping was to protect the indigenous group as a whole, but 
the Emerillon did not want to officialize such usage rights. They preferred 
an informal system without exclusive ethnic specifications and no clearly al-
located rights as it had been the practice before, a system that was in perfect 
accordance with the general inclination of the Emerillon towards mobility 
and unexclusiveness and their dislike of affirmativity and secludedness.

For the moment, there are no overall conflicts about land between Emer-
illon and Wayana groups or persons, just as there is no overall conflict be-
tween Maroon groups and Amerindian groups. When there are conflicts, 
they are rarely cast in terms of ethnicity. The gold diggers' threat to spark off 
an inter-ethnic war on the basis of some names on a map was not interpreted 
as serious by the other inhabitants, although it did influence the authorities 
and furthered their reluctance to intervene in the area. But if the general situ-
ation had become more tense, as in previous periods when the three groups 
did not coexist peacefully, the ethnic discourse might have been a real cause 
for worry.

Putting names on maps is therefore not an innocent act without conse-
quences, further so because maps nourish new maps. Let me examine the 
example of the zoologists and their name-plotting ventures again, in the light 
of the mentioned unofficial territorial rights.

Recently, zoologists revisited the Maroni basin to continue their investi-
gation of the influence of fish-poison techniques on fish reserves. A fish-
ing expedition had been set up with their habitual Wayana collaborators 
on the Itani, but because of poor fishing results, they instead went up the 
Tampok River, known for its good fishing opportunities, an area that had 
hitherto mainly been inhabited and practised by the Emerillon. But because 
the guides were Wayana, the data and maps concerning the catches would 
be endowed with Wayana names – as other maps had been endowed with 
17 Both Kerkove and Patris report having encountered Emerillon settlements on the Tampok 
in the middle of the 18th century (Kerkove in 1760, Patris in 1766). Some Wayana groups have 
also been reported as present in this area in the same period, but soon thereafter moved back 
up on the Upper Itani, whereas a large Wayana fraction still inhabits the Jari and Paru rivers of 
Brazil (Grenand and Grenand 1988).
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Boni names – although the Wayana were venturing into areas they had not 
previously inhabited nor frequented much. The names would perhaps reflect 
passed on knowledge but, as in the former expedition, they could also be 
casual inventions, not motivated by a habitual practice but by the needs for 
scientific data. Again, there was no one-to-one relationship between names 
on maps and human presence and practice of the sites, although they could 
certainly be read in that way, and used as proof of antecedent Wayana pres-
ence on the Tampok in case of territorial conflicts. 

We cannot know for certain that these names will enter official maps, and 
I do not wish to insinuate that the scientists in question have provided in-
formation that may damage the relations between the different groups of the 
region. But just as many other travellers', explorers', and scientists' observa-
tions and data have provided foundations for namings and maps, nothing 
guarantees that the scientists' new toponymic data will not provide the basis 
for new IGN maps and official names in the future. The maps and their "data" 
exist, and whatever the original intentions of the expeditions were, they have 
produced something. They have thus taken the risk of affecting the course of 
events, just as other map-makers have done.

Again, such productions are not just neutral representations of "things as 
they are", existing on some abstract level of neutrality and non-intervention. 
They are objects in the world, charged grids of interpretation and co-produc-
ers of meaning.

Emerillon navigations: finding and narrating one's way
The mobility of the Emerillon has generally been interpreted as an image 
of their instability and, in some instances, cowardice (e.g. Hurault 1989; 
Hurault and Frenay 1963; Perret 1933), although it has also been described 
as a positive feature, a dexterous capacity to avoid threats from warfare, as 
well as from European introduced viral epidemics (Navet 1994), a viewpoint 
I have also subscribed to above. Whatever the line of thought, there is not 
much doubt that the Emerillon have always been very mobile in comparison 
with their neighbours, both as an overall group, in smaller groups and as 
individuals. This image is also perpetuated by the Emerillon themselves, in 
narratives of individual itineraries and in historical accounts about ancestral 
doings. Mythological accounts also contain many elements of travel and dis-
placement, usually by individuals or families.

The authorities today directly or indirectly oblige inhabitants to settle, by 
inscribing them in the common French folk registry, assigned by habitation, 
a condition for receiving social welfare, by rendering schooling obligatory, by 
regulating movements via decrees, and by keeping public transport almost 
exclusively aerial and expensive. Yet, many Emerillon take pride in their in-
stability and in having several residences in a way that seems to represent 
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a defiance to forced settlement. The time of the Territoire de l'Inini, where 
movement was unrestricted within most of the French Guianese territory, is 
vivid in many minds. Although most Emerillon have today acquired French 
citizenship, they do not readily abide by the underlying rule of fixed habita-
tion (domicile fixe). The fact that the Emerillon live in two well-established 
groups only underscores this phenomenon of mobility, for people shift a 
great deal between the two zones, and the rule of schooling is respected sim-
ply by changing schools, for the schools have to accept pupils who move to 
their circumscription. So what has been pictured by scientists and explor-
ers as a weakness, is lived by the Emerillon themselves as acts of defiance 
and strength of will, something that is done, discussed and sometimes even 
boasted about.

Movement is strongly linked to Emerillon history, with accounts of a past, 
where time and space merged.

In a smaller-scale perspective, movement is also essential to Emerillon 
ways of life, determined by social settings and matters of resources. Tracks 
compose an important part of movement and domestication, be they on 
water or land. Although the dense forest is potentially a boundless surface, 
a setting where movement can take place in any direction, hindered only 
by insurmountable trees, rock formations and watercourses, people do not 
move at random. As on rivers, they follow tracks, stretches of relative domes-
tication, be they paths they themselves have carved into the forest by usage or 
those of others. For the forest is inhabited everywhere. This does not mean, 
though, that movement consists of travel from one place, A, to another, B, 
according to which movement is defined. Movement is a whole, timely, not 
a schematic, goal-oriented enterprise, the road is made up of potential sites 
of halt, be it to avoid a threat or to pick some nice berries, fishing a bit, or 
following animal tracks, or investigating a new element for future trips – 
a pond that might hold cat-fish or a particular fish-poison liana that they 
would like to come back to later. People move in a row, with a track-finder 
ahead, another grown-up at the rear, the children in the middle. The tracks 
are narrow, often barely a person's width, sometimes completely overgrown, 
perpetually being cleared while in movement. People move barefooted and 
make no noise, they rarely talk while in movement. The men carry their guns 
loaded but broken over their shoulders, almost everyone has a machete at 
hand, for cutting and clearing and as protection against predators. The path 
is very rarely left by individuals, except when the group is lost or looking for 
tracks or game.

The forest is dense, clearings are rare and the thick canopy of treetops cov-
ers the sky about 40 meters above, letting no sun beams and only very little 
indirect sunlight reach the ground below. Some trees grow taller, reaching 
50-60 meters, some have impressive buttress-roots at their base for stabi-
lisation, often several meters high. Liana grow everywhere on the trees, as 

Sans titre-1 336p.indd   112 14/05/12   16:29



113

4   Cartographic tours

do numerous other symbiotic and parasitical plants, among them, hanging 
moss and glowing orchids. The floor carries tree saplings that will, in turn, 
reach towards the light above, as well as a broad variety of smaller palm trees, 
plants and shrubs that can grow with little light.

finding one's way
As we have seen, maps and mapmaking extensively serve to transform the 
unknown – and uncontrolled – into known and controlled, into unified ob-
jects. Previously unconnected variables become linked and practicable lo-
calities, plotted onto and fixed in printed and mental maps. Maps also serve 
to establish territorial domains of exclusive control, of governance and of 
ownership, to which the objectification is a prerequisite.

There is good reason to believe that indigenous peoples in North America 
and Meso-America made and used maps before the colonial encounter, and 
they certainly collaborated with colonialists in making maps in the early 
periods of colonisation, developing on pre-Columbian pictographical tradi-
tions (Boone 1998; Lewis 1998). But the Emerillon have never been known 
as mapmakers, if we disregard the recent introduction of schooling and ge-
ography teaching. And I therefore tend to deduce that the Emerillon do not 
operate with mental maps, that is, thinking of space in map-like terms, al-
though this is of course a logical jump. They certainly do not operate with 
maps as pictographic representations of the spatial in our understanding of 
them, based on a given scale, coordinates and the two-dimensional juxta-
position of localities. And when I tried to discuss land and distribution of 
people on land in terms of spatial representations or, in periods of trying to 
produce tangible "data", attempted to have people sketch maps on paper or 
in the sand, I usually got no response, not even in tour-like terms – it was an-
other language. The younger people, who understood what I was hinting at, 
would tell me that maps made no sense to most of the adults and elders, and 
that they were able neither to draw nor read them. Maps were clearly thought 
of as belonging to the scholastic field – children drew maps of their villages 
and were taught geography by use of maps in school – and the domain of 
mineralogical explorations of government agencies, activities in which sev-
eral elder Emerillon had formerly been engaged.

I did not press the matter by asking again and again to produce an answer 
of some kind. If I had, my elder interlocutors might have produced some 
kind of pictorial representation, similar to the Walbiri web-like figures of 
paths composed by lines and circles described by Nancy Munn or Ongee 
sketches of lines of movement described by Pandya (in: Ingold 2000: 228). 
But either way, they would at the most have been figurative representations 
of movement from the position of a subject, not very different from those a 
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hand could ephemerally produce in the air, never the view from nowhere of 
maps.

There seemed to be two principles involved in this: for one, space was con-
ceptualised in other terms and logics, that is, in the form of tours or narra-
tives, to use Certeau's terms again, and secondly, space was not thought of 
as immovable. Thus, it was not only that they did not need maps to move 
around, find their way and memorise emplacements, nor to indicate a direc-
tion or a track to someone else, it was also that the logic of maps made no 
sense in their conception of what was there to be calculated with, the impor-
tant vehicles of and obstacles to movement. Indeed, maps tend to be con-
cerned mostly with those elements of the environment that do not change 
position, like mountains and rivers. But, as we have seen, Emerillon villages 
seemed more linked to the persons inhabiting them than to their emplace-
ments.18 Furthermore, as we saw in the introduction, Emerillon conceptions 
of the environment did not operate with a distinction between natural and 
human elements, or between wild and domesticated. All of the environment 
was considered to be inhabited and controlled by different types of creatures 
and humans. And because these habitations and zones of control were in 
perpetual movement, there was no point in plotting them graphically. Fi-
nally, since ownership and exclusive control of territories also lay outside 
Emerillon conceptions of space, there was no reason to mark and define spe-
cific sites nor territories in such terms.

Moving around in space, finding a safe way, performing spatial recognition 
and identification was mainly a question of social and political identifica-
tion, determining the contemporary and fluctuating positions of potentially 
harmful animals, spirits, humans and other beings. Moving about was thus 
mainly a social and political matter, even when it concerned avoiding a fatal 
current or a hanging rock. The essential elements of space could therefore 
not be mapped out by fixed coordinates, longitudes and latitudes.

narrating space
Emerillon space is essentially a question of movement, itineraries and narra-
tives. It is described through locomotive, temporal and seasonal parameters: 
how long does it take to go somewhere, with which means of locomotion or 
transportation, during which season, up or down-stream – for instance, to 
go from Elahé to Saut Wawa, it will take you two days in the dry season with 
a 45-horsepower motor. And it is associated with historical and mythical 
narratives of ancestral travels and temporary dwellings.
18 Janet Carsten makes the same correlation, albeit the other way around: "The idea that 
identity and place are closely associated once again has a different meaning in a context of 
demographic mobility. By settling in a new locality one can easily become of that place." (1995: 
329).

Sans titre-1 336p.indd   114 14/05/12   16:29



115

4   Cartographic tours

Such narratives thus recount the ancestral stories and space in one, linking 
them up tightly. The past finds anchorage in space, and space, in the past, in 
the ancestors' movements.

A young couple goes fishing on the Acalis Creek. They put out fish traps 
and lie down to sleep on a big rock. In the middle of the night, the man 
gets up to inspect the traps. The woman, once alone, hears voices and 
suddenly a group of people appears in front of her.
They are the Emerillon of the Rock. They give her a rooster and some 
garden plants. When the man comes back from the river, the people of 
the rock immediately disappear. The young couple returns to the village 
where they plant the new plants in their garden.

Ti'iwan, village Tampok, 1989

This story accounts for the origins of some of the cultivated plants that the 
Emerillon dispose of – for example, corn – given to them by their "shadow-
people", an invisible, secretive spirit people living in the vicinity of this rock 
and disposing of riches – plants, animals, objects, skills – that the Emerillon 
do not have, but will eventually be bestowed upon them now and then, in 
ancestral times, but not exclusively. The Emerillon of the Rock maintain a 
benevolent and protective relationship with the Emerillon, but only show 
up when they choose, to share something new with adventurous Emerillon. 
The story therefore relates this acquisition and the spatial parameters linked 
to it, and simultaneously it anchors the past and the present of the Emerillon 
to that specific location and its invisible inhabitants through the narrative of 
the ancestors' trip and adventures. The narrative form typical to Emerillon 
mythology is vague about time; the nature of the relationship to the Emeril-
lon of the Rock is not restricted to a past relationship but remains potentially 
open, and time and space are thus entwined. The past is revealed through 
the narrative of a tour, and reiterating the tour may regenerate the described 
events. Like for the Ilongot, history becomes a succession of places (Rosaldo 
1980: 42).

As Certeau says, every story is the account of a voyage – a practice of space, 
producing geographies of action. So if there were an Emerillon notion of 
territorial anchorage to account for, it would be in the terms and the form 
described in such narratives, establishing certain arenas for Emerillon ac-
tions and effects, certain "geographies of action". But these arenas are not de-
scribed as exclusive privileges, in the way the logic of maps and of territorial 
rights do. There are points of anchorage and vectors of movement, there are 
sites and names, but no territories, no flattened out, measurable partitions of 
space. Furthermore, as Certeau says, the narrative not only relates the trip, 
transposing it into the field of language, it recreates the trip, the steps taken. 
It thereby also, one may presume, continually recreates its effects.
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The trip from Elahé downstream to Maripasoula takes one or two hours, 
depending on the motor, the amount of water and current, and the season. 
The trip is punctuated by sites that spur narration, the whole tour is one long 
story. "This is where Yaya broke his propeller rivet last year, he was drunk, ha 
ha!" Or, "This is the waterfall where our canoe went under and disappeared 
with all our belongings. It is a treacherous spot, watch out!" Or, "You see the 
bank of sand over there, at the point of the island? That's where four of our 
ancestors were killed by Tailas and their heads exposed on poles. I think of it 
each time I go by…" And the memory of settlements – trips are full of refer-
ences to abandoned villages and earlier inhabitants, and to events that took 
place there. When we go down the Oyapock to fish, Pierre points out an is-
land and says: "That's where I grew up. After my mother died some years ago, 
my father left". The island is empty, there are no signs of habitation, at least 
to the untrained eye. We go ashore, I now notice the fruit trees; we harvest 
some guava. "Take a look at that rock that looks like a paw. It is inhabited by 
dog spirits, don't go too close!" "This is where we lived before. This is where 
we found out that my younger brother was a shaman. He disappeared into 
the river, we looked for him for hours. We were here on this little island, he 
couldn't have crossed, we searched everywhere. And then suddenly, he reap-
peared. Some nice people in the water had helped him, he said. We knew 
they were spirits and that, if he survived, it's because he was becoming a 
shaman".

The trips are long narratives, linking past and present, time and space, 
vesting sites with sense or drawing sense out of sites. Nowhere is ever seman-
tically empty, nowhere are we in a narrative void.

And when we are not moving, not physically travelling, the accounts nev-
ertheless move us through space, embracing large distances, both in time 
and space. I have mentioned the story of Couchili relating the movements 
of ancestors along the coastal regions of French Guiana, around the Isle of 
Cayenne, fighting the white people and fleeing up the Approuague and Mana 
rivers. We looked at the official map to visualize the voyages and notice a 
place carrying the same name as that ancestor and wonder when and how 
the name got onto the map. The Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese and French did 
fight Amerindians at Cayenne in the 16th and 17th centuries (Hurault 1989: 
27-29), and Keymis 1595-96 makes note of a group of Emerillon settled at 
the mouth of the Cayenne River (Maurel, pers. comm., 28 July, 2002). The 
different versions corroborate each other, ancestral stories and European 
documents. And the narrative of Couchili inscribes the history of the Emer-
illon into the extended space of French Guiana, as far as the civilised city of 
Cayenne and the coastal band of the Creoles. The narrative "pops" the Emer-
illon out of their forest and into the earliest scenes of colonial encounters and 
the formation of the department.
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We land on a large rock, a slope of stone where pineapples grow wild. 
Roche Mon Pére, my Emerillon companions call it, like on the official maps. 
It was the site of one of the Jesuit missions that died out at the end of the 18th 
century. Like a monument or a tombstone, the large rock that we pass ever 
so often recalls the story of the missions of the Oyapock and the extinction 
of all the people and groups that took place around there. It is a marker – a 
tell-tale – of a joint history, that of colonisation.

We go through Saut Maripa, the large and long series of waterfalls that 
efficiently block the Oyapock River not far from its mouth, the canoe and 
its contents must be carried across large cliffs when going up, and even the 
trip down is most safely done by way of land; the current and the falls are 
wild and treacherous. The falls block extensive transport, certainly for the 
passage of bigger vessels, be they merchant or other, and the Oyapock is no 
welcoming entrance to inner French Guiana. The waterfalls were, I am told, 
created by the great and courageous warrior group, the Kalana, who called 
them down from the sky in their wake when they fled up the river from the 
French armada. The falls are there as a necessary contrivance, they attest to 
and remind traversing Emerillon of the Kalana's force and abilities, they are 
symbols of resistance, and every troublesome passage, every weight carried, 
is accepted as an implementation of that resistance and a continuance of it 
over the centuries. Every movement across them is a reminder of the past 
and, again, of a joint colonial history that, like the rocks, is not transitory.

To resume, voyages are as much spatial as temporal, and space is thus tem-
poral – and temporary – rather than superficial and geometrically co-ordi-
nated. Space cannot be thought of as exclusive. There is no juxtaposition of 
separate, definite entities, only travels through or narrations of an inhabited, 
socialized space. It cannot be mapped. It is a space of events and encounters, 
controlled by many but possessed by none in exclusivity.

points de repère, guide marks
To find one's way in the immediate surroundings, a whole series of naviga-
tional instruments are used, deploying all senses and accumulating opera-
tions and inputs.

Tracks form important series of such accumulations, they are signs of for-
mer passage and relative domestication, and they are lines to follow. Some 
tracks connect well-defined places, like village and village, village and gar-
den, or village and river, whereas others lead into the forest and eventually 
thin out and disappear. Those are hunting tracks. As they become thinner, 
they get more difficult to follow, one loses them, gets lost, and eventually 
finds them again, relieved. For, as they get thinner, domestication also weak-
ens and dangers increase with the rising domestication of other beings.
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Tracks are in themselves important markers, constantly maintained by 
wearing down the ever growing forest with one's footsteps and adding fur-
ther elements of recognition, breaking a branch or cutting a root or a small 
tree that crosses the trail, chopping a chip of bark off a tree-trunk, slashing a 
plant or liana, bending a stalk in a particular way – hands and machetes, like 
their feet, are in perpetual movement.

There are the marks they leave themselves, as means of both recognition 
and domestication, and there are those that have been left by others – crea-
tors, ancestors, spirits and other beings who have also practised that space 
– like characteristic trees and particular combinations of trees and plants, 
or the sound of a distant cascade or creek, clearings, rocks, ponds, odours, 
slopes. All these traits transform the uniform forest into a tangible, recognis-
able space for those who have already practised it.

The rivers change with seasons, the water level sometimes drops several 
meters, and the landscape is totally transformed. Lake-like areas become 
stone landscapes, some stretches impracticable by canoe, small sand banks 
become islands. And with the rain, tiny tributaries become rivers, dry riv-
erbeds become new river branches. In that way, one's guide marks change 
with the seasons. The visible obstacles of the dry season must be transposed 
onto the broad flow of the apparently smooth and trouble-free river during 
the rainy season, for they still lie in wait below and only occasionally betray 
themselves through slight whirls on the surface, and may damage canoe and 
motor and cause accidents, shipwrecks and sinking.

Then there are those places one has previously neither marked nor prac-
tised, which one has no memory, no direct experience of. At best, it has been 
described by others, certain points de repère transmitted by word of mouth. 
Otherwise, one will have to find one's way through trial and error, combined 
with prior experiences of similar places and with a general knowledge of the 
area, of the hills and slopes, of major rivers and of vegetation. But generally, 
one will either go by river or follow a watercourse by foot, and preferably 
not venture far from the known. And usually, there will be someone among 
the travellers who has been there before and will show the way. Instead of 
1:200,000 overview, there is full-scale recognition of spatial markers.
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