
A B S T R A C T

The purpose of this paper is to give a short review of the concepts of artistic and aes-
thetic function given by Jan Mukařovský, the Czech literary and aesthetic theorist. 
Mukařovský gives a clear concept of aesthetic function and its use in distinguishing the 
difference between artistic objects and aesthetic objects. The functions of an object—a 
map, for instance—can change in time and space, as are shown in two examples.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

This paper aims to briefly present the definition of aesthetic function proposed by 
Jan Mukařovský, as well as expose the different functions assumed by maps accord-
ing to the circumstances in which they are used. In some circumstances, a map can 
be seen as a decorative object, even though it was created with a practical function.

The considerations exposed here are inspired by a previous discussion (Reis 2008) 
that considered the concepts of aesthetic object and artistic object from Mukařovský’s 
theory as differentiating design objects and art objects.

Cartographic Perspectives, Number 73, 2012 The Aesthetic of Maps  –  Pereira & dos Santos | 93  

The Aesthetic of Maps: 
Considerations on their Mutable Functions

Anne Cristyne Pereira, Santa Catarina State University–Florianópolis, Brazil: annecristyne@gmail.com  
Flávio Anthero Nunes Vianna dos Santos, Santa Catarina State University–Florianópolis, Brazil: flavioanvs@hotmail.com

© by the author(s). This work is licensed under the 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 
3.0 Unported License. To view a copy of this license, visit 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/



Harley (1989) argues that the rhetorical value of the map, in addition to its formal 
function, can be understood as a narrative of the cultural and social context in 
which it was built. In this sense, one can begin to think in a broader range of func-
tions related to the map. Over time, a map can acquire new functions, as a histori-
cal and artistic object, for example.

A E S T H E T I C S  F U N C T I O N  A N D  AT T I T U D E

For Mukařovský (1981, 119), “the aesthetics is the science that studies the aesthet-
ic function, its manifestations and its carriers.” To define the aesthetic function, 
the author brings up the different attitudes assumed by the human being facing 
the world, the ways chosen to observe and interact with reality. He divides the 
attitudes into practical, theoretical, religious, and aesthetic. The practical attitude 
is related to labor and can change according to the individual perspectives. For 
example, for a carpenter, a forest has the practical function of providing wood, 
although for a park ranger it is a cultural environment, which has to be protected. 
The theoretical attitude has to do with the scientific thinking. It is the attitude 
that, when facing unknown objects, one tries to categorize them, understand them, 
and explain their existence. The aesthetic attitude is related to everything that is 
perceptible to the senses; in the aesthetic attitude, the person observes and con-
templates the reality without modifying it, with no specific intention.

The functions of an object with regard to all attitudes are mutable and can change 
as time and space change. In the case of a map, it is possible to think about the 
function assumed by the viewer or, in other words, the use that is made out of it.

A E S T H E T I C  O B J E C T S  A N D  A R T I S T I C  O B J E C T S

It becomes important to define the difference between objects in which the 
aesthetic function is the main concern and those in which the aesthetic function 
remains important but is not the main reason why the object was created. Consid-
ering Mukařovský’s theory, Ramalho (2001) says, “Everything that, among other 
functions, presents the aesthetic function as a secondary function, is aesthetic. And 
everything that has the aesthetic as a main function is considered artistic.”

Bringing the subject into the design field, Reis (2008) also comments on Mu-
kařovský’s approach, saying that when the aesthetic function is present but is not 
the main intention, we say that as a result we have an aesthetic object (e.g., indus-
trial design objects); when the aesthetic function is the main concern, the result is 
an artistic object (e.g., art and decorative objects).

In the case of a map, one can suppose that when a map is built with the main 
purpose of communicating geographic information, although bringing formal 
characteristics of beauty, it will be an aesthetic object. When its aesthetic func-
tion overcomes its geographic presentation purpose, it will be a decorative, artistic 
object.
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T H E  F O R M  A N D  T H E  F U N C T I O N

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the German Bauhaus School was 
known by the statement that “form follows function.” For Bauhaus adherents, the 
utilitarian function prevails, and the aesthetic function must follow as a conse-
quence. Therefore, it is important to point out that the design of a map is based on 
a necessity, a function usually defined by a practical task, and the aesthetic function 
is usually a secondary concern during the development of a map. 

The utilitarian function of a tourist map, for example, is to give geographic direc-
tions and, in this way, is a practical function. In this case, the aesthetic function 
comes on a second level. Nevertheless, a pleasurable aesthetic experience can influ-
ence the user’s preferences and lead to an increase in engagement and interaction 
with the map.

T H E  M U TA B L E  F U N C T I O N S  O F  A  M A P

The function of an object may change during time and space—for example, scien-
tific illustrations that were created to register new species at a time when there was 
no photography may nowadays be used as decorative images.

The fact that function depends on use and context, and that functions are mutable 
according to space and time, brings us examples where the practical function of a 
map gives way to the aesthetic function even in a manner not intended by the car-
tographer/designer. In other words, an aesthetic object becomes an artistic object.

As an example, see Figure 1. Although 
one can argue that the mythological 
figures spread over the sea were merely 
decorative, they had a communication 
function in the  context of their time, 
for both the public to which the “new 
world” was so unfamiliar and for those 
that aimed to describe it.

Another example is a contemporary 
piece (Figure 2): an urban map that 
comes in a frame and is sold as a deco-
rative object. Although the distribution 
of the streets and places corresponds 
to the actual place, the main objective 
isn’t geographic localization; instead, 
the aesthetic function is assumed as 
more important when the map is hung 
in a frame, according to a typical atti-
tude toward an artistic object.

Figure 1: Portion of 1599 Map of Arctic Exploration by Willem Barentsz 
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Barentsz_Full_Map.jpg. Accessed June 25, 2013.
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C O N C L U S I O N

This text was based on a philosophical argument from Mukařovský’s theory of 
aesthetics and aesthetic function, with the intention of bringing consideration to 
the fact that it is not possible for the cartographer/designer/artist to predict the 
actual use of the map. Whether a map is used as a decorative or a practical object 
is a matter of the circumstances in which it is placed. The actual use of the object is 
what defines its function.
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Figure 2—Austin Neighborhoods 
Map., These Are Things Design 
and Illustration Studio. Source: 
http://shop.thesearethings.com/
products/austin-neighborhoods-
map. Accessed June 25, 2013.
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