
From the theatrum mundi to metaphorical cartography: 

Languages, models, and methods for displaying and 

sharing knowledge 

 

Cristina Marras 
Institute for the European Intellectual Lexicon and History of Ideas 

National Research Council, Rome 

 

 
cristina.marras(at)cnr.it 

“Epistemological questions in 

knowledge representation systems 

workshop” 
Center for cultural Informatics – Institute 

of Computer Science – FORTH 

25th September 2015, Heraklion, Crete 



Understanding 

 

Compatibility 

 

Adequacy 
 

Data - Information - Knowledge 

Paradox 

ensure objectivity of the transmitted information that have meaning 

for the users and detachment of the data for their meaning for 

communication 

 

Epistemology  Ethics  

In this talk I will take a philosophical/historical approach, asking questions about how to think through this 

paradox. 

… from the rationale of this workshop…  



Outline 

 
 Traces/looking back: Models and criteria for organizing knowledge 

(epistemological questions) 

 

 Focus on: Cartographic and aquatic metaphors 

 

 Key concepts: Objectivity and transparency (ethical questions) 

 

 Horizons/looking forward 
 



eternal and unchangeable knowledge  

unpredictable and continuously 

varying knowledge 

 synchronic      

 diachronic      

Aristotle 



 

 

 

Different ideas/models of knowledge organization 

different ideas of knowledge 



Giulio, Camillo Delminio, L’idea del Theatro, 

(Florence, Lorenzo Torentino, 1550) 

 

Diffferent metaphors/models have been used to represent and 

organize knowledge. Here some examples 

Classification is the leading concept. 

The assignment of some thing to a class; grouping together of objects, which share properties, into 

classes;  separating objects with unlike properties into separate classes. 

What kind of classification? 

 

natural history cabinet 



All that we know of nature, or of existences, may be compared to a tree, which hath its root, trunk, 

and branches. In this tree of knowledge, perception is the root, common understanding is the trunk, 

and the sciences are the branches (T. Reid, Inquire into the Human Mind, 1764) 

an arboreal schema, dichotomic, one root, one criterion of relation between knots, one way 

which is structured between polarities  

 

As an Encyclopedia, it is to set forth as well as possible the order and connection of the parts of 

human knowledge. As a Reasoned Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts, and Trades, it is to contain the 

general principles that form the basis of each science and each art, liberal or mechanical, and the 

most essential facts that make up the body and substance of each (D’Alembert, Preliminary 

Discourse to the Encyclopedia of Diderot, 1751) 



a rhizomatic schema without knots, an intricate and complex combination of indistinct paths.  

 

But the synchronic and diachronic dimensions are interrelated, although the synchronic has been 

privileged and the diachronic has been reduced to the first.   

Cartography. Maps for example are (scaled) representation of the world: Space, languages (symbols, 

conventions…), technical skills… 

knowledge as a cumulative process and knowledge as discovery and combination are converging 

 



1. …. a huge storehouse, loaded with merchandises of all kinds, but all mixed 

up and unordered, without the possibility of gaining access to any of them by 

means of numbers, letters or any other index, without any inventory, without 

any record of input and output, from which some light could be drawn.  

2. …. can be viewed as an ocean, which is every-where continuous, and 

without any interruption or partition, even though men distinguish in it parts, 

to which they give names for their own use. Furthermore, just as there are 

un-known seas, or seas which have only been navigated by a few vessels 

thrown there by mere chance, so too there are sciences of which we have 

known something only by chance and without any planning. G. W. Leibniz 1646-1716 



The reticular nature and the multiplicity of 

possible relations and relations between 

elements of the system requires the 

identification of a several number of trees and 

possible paths corresponding to a plurality of 

purposes and functions. The models changed.. 

Let’s look at the aquatic models/metaphors and 

the concepts of objectivity and transparency 



The principle of exactness in the portable 

watches, Leibniz JS, 1675 “The word “objective” performed a (…) volte-face, from its fourteenth-century meaning referring to objects of 

consciousness to its late eighteen-century meaning referring to object external to consciousness. During the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries “fact” shed its associations with “doing” and “making” (…) and 

migrated toward “datum”, that which is given rather than made” (Daston, 2000).  

objectivity 



transparency 

… scientific method is the privileged tool we have for 

penetrating beyond appearances and discovering the 

true “nature of things”.  
The scientific method should, thus, yield a fully 

intelligible representation of the world, which in its turn 

should be transparently communicable. (Dascal 2003) 



Horizons 

How to organize the knowledge being produced (and to describe it) so 

that 

 

a. Knowledge can be shared 

 

a. Knowledge can be engaged in the process of knowledge 

production  

Scientific data cannot be understood without knowledge about the meaning of the data and the ways 

and circumstances of their creation  (Doerr-Theodoridou, 2011)  



Framework* 

Common vocabulary 

Participatory model development 

Community building project 

Light technology 

* Carusi – Reimer 2010 



USERS 

 Identify the “type of users” and their needs (persons)  

 

Desk research 

 

Online Survey 

 

Interviews 

 

DH-University classes/WS/Summer schools/High trainings for librarians, etc… 

 

Case studies 

 

Key findings from literature 

 

PERSONS 



VRE, Virtual Research environments 

intelligent/smart accessibility 

review the models of representation 

integrated and interrelated knowledge, non-

modular 

 

 

 … in  fieri 

Overcome “techno-dependency”: ad hoc 

modelling (Ciula-Marras, 2014) 

 

Evaluation and Monitoring 

 

Institutionalise the mutual multidisciplinary 

alphabetization (philosophers, philologist, 

historian, developers…..) learning on doing 

 

Multilingualism – Thesaurus 

 

Consensus’s methods 

Challenges 

	



Theoria cum Praxis 

Acquatic and navigation metaphors could provide an interesting conceptual model to 

investigate. A combination of adaptation of ad hoc modelling (fexible, variable 

geometry…), to think through definitions, histories, examples, and theoretical problems, 

to think and to communicate thought, concepts and relations; "thinking-about" and 

"thinking-with”, scientia quia (on principles) and scientia propter quid (on composition).  
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