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The field of literary cartography already established the pertinence of experiencing 
real plac-es integrating a narrative to fully understand the spatial references an 
author uses to struc-ture a text. At the same time, we need to consider that in the 
spatial atmosphere of a dra-matic scene, any scene referencing physical elements 
of a real space builds also an emotional narrative fabric that deeply connects that 
space and the action in the text. The spatial identi-ty of a place then shapes the 
narrative structure not as background scenario but as an active element in the 
action. An effort to map those spaces, and the literary experience they convey in 
the text, involves necessarily the use of a multidisciplinary approach. Therefore, one 
needs to understand a map as part of the narrative and not as a mere illustration 
of the setting where the action occurs.  The use of critical cartography notions is 
paramount to understand, and be able to design the complex relations between 
map and text, and how the act of mapping can better explore the geographic, 
spatial structure of a story. On the other hand, the complexity of narrative spa-tio-
temporal dimensions, framed by the author’s vision and intention, needs to be 
preserved while augmented. This can become a fluid and difficult task when using 
different kinds of media to produce a map, namely digital and physical, for each 
one has its specific interaction rules and user experience appropriation. Grounding 
our exploration on the work of Robert T. Tally, Sally Bushell, Barbara Piatti et al., and 



DESIGNA2018 - TERRITORY - INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE  ON DESIGN RESEARCH - UNIVERSIDADE DA BEIRA INTERIOR336

Patrick Colm Holm, the intention of this research is to understand how a transmedia 
experience designed to work both physically and digitally can augment the reader’s 
experi-ence and comprehension of a specific literary work, using the cartographic 
space that is al-ready described in the action of the text. For the purpose of this 
experiment the novel O Ano da Morte de Ricardo Reis, by José Saramago, will be 
used to design the narrative of a carto-graphic literary experience in a transmedia 
format
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THEORETICAL FRAMING  
 
The literary question

By re-inventing Ricardo Reis, the classical heteronym by Fernando Pessoa, Sarama-
go has his mind set on writing about the life of Reis, even though the title of the 
romance is focused on his death. Saramago takes advantage of the return of Reis to 
Portugal, to portrait the city of Lisbon in the year of 1936, under the extreme-right 
dictatorship of Salazar. 

The narrative of O Ano da Morte de Ricardo Reis by José Saramago is set almost enti-
rely in Lisbon. The plot begins on December 29th 1935 and ends on September 8th 
1936. This pre-cise temporal marking is possible due to event clues provided by the 
narrator. Saramago puts Ricardo Reis, a heteronymous by Fernando Pessoa, in Lis-
bon and gives him the opportunity to live the full spectacle of the world. Reis lived 
by the stoic rule of not interfering with the world, just being a witness of the actions. 
That is why Saramago decides to give Reis the ade-quate set to experience life. It is 
indeed a story of “a man’s quest to understand language” (Sanders, 2002, p. 3). The 
city of Lisbon is the set where the narrative unfolds, where Reis is both a spectator 
and main character of a time and space carefully crafted by Saramago.

The literary space is referential to other spaces, connecting them (Boucher, 2007). 
By space we mean the spatial aspects of the reconstructed world (Zoran, 2009). An 
indirect conse-quence of this process is the reader being provided with an involun-
tary tour of the city by Pessoa and Reis, even though one must never “confondre 
le concept d’espace littéraire avec l’espace géographique” (Boucher, 2007, p. 84). 
Nonetheless, the maze provided by the narra-tive of O Ano da Morte de Ricardo Reis 
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recognizes its own constructing, ordering and selec-tion processes (Hutcheon, 1988). 
The prevalence of the spatial dimension is so obvious in this work by Saramago that 
one has difficulty in classifying it as a historical romance since the narrator provides 
the reader with a detailed map of the city (Kaufman, 1991).

In the words of Italo Calvino, ‘No one knows better than you, oh wise Kublai, that 
one should never confuse the city with the discourse that describes it’ (Calvino, 
1978). It is exactly this view that Saramago holds in his narrative, considering that at 
one point the narrator ques-tions the existence of the city of Lisbon itself. The whole 
set is believed to be a mere dream. Consequently, the issue of the perception of the 
city in literature is obvious: is the urban spa-ce imaginary or a representation of a 
material reality? (Johnson, 2000).  Through narrative, human imagination reconciles 
its rhythms to those of the larger world (Barrows, 2016). The descriptive nature of the 
work immerses the reader in “a mode of reading that moves away from the repre-
sentation of place in literature to a direct presencing of place or sensation of place.” 
(Moslund, 2011, p. 31). The reader feels the omnipresence of the urban background 
of the city and creates memories in his mind, according to the descriptive nature of 
the text. The likelihood of recognizing the roads crossed by Ricardo Reis is obvious 
and it is an ubi-quitous strategy. Art resembles reality: “the work of art resembles the 
object of perception: its nature is to be seen” (Merleau-Ponty, 2004, p. 95).
Theme and Study Subject

In 1936, Saramago was thirteen-years old. Forty-eight years later, in 1984, he 
publishes this romance about Ricardo Reis and Lisbon. Having lived in Lisbon since 
he was two-years-old up until then, it becomes obvious that the urban space of 
the city present in the narrative is the one preserved in his memory. The narrator 
retrieves a bank of places and sets, rebuilding the would-be Lisbon of Ricardo Reis. 
A sense of tangibility is obvious: “An aesthetics of pres-ence is about bringing back 
to our consciousness and bodies the experience of the thingness of the world— 
the dimension of physical closeness and tangibility in works of art.” (Moslund, 2011, 
p. 31). Heidegger & Hofstadter support that the naming is a way of bringing into 
pres-ence something that was once hidden or unknown: “The call does indeed call. 
Thus it brings the presence of what was previously uncalled into a nearness.” (Hei-
degger & Hofstadter, 1975, p.196). The naming of the spatial references embodies 
them, even if one has never seen them before. By naming the street and squares 
where Ricardo Reis lives his last months of literary saramaguian existence, the reader 
summons the tangibility dimension of space in this literary work.
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Mapping the entire spatial references in the narrative was a true challenge. All refe-
rences were noted and catalogued. Photographs of around 1936 – the year when 
the narrative takes place – were retrieved from the online city hall archive. Then, 
each place was visited and photographed, mimicking the images from around 1936. 
Finally, a thorough historical re-search of each reference was made in a specialized 
public library. According to Moslund “The presencing of the physical dimensions 
of a text and its signs through sensory experience is relevant to the appreciation of 
any matter the text may raise.” (Moslund, 2011, p. 33). Fol-lowing this line of thought, 
mapping-like activities allow anyone to build a personal memory archive, giving 
not only a name but a memory, that is recalled whenever a given passage of the 
romance is read.

This interaction between author-narrator-text-reader promotes a new understan-
ding and analysis of narrative space and the relations between literary geography 
and fiction itself (Hones, 2011).

Literary Cartography and Spatiality

Mapping literary stories is an increasing trend that has been taking advantage of 
the techno-logical improvements as far as digital cartography is concerned. Literary 
texts are an im-portant element in the cognitive mapping process (Goddard, 2014). 
Through the description of locations and specific spaces, literature provides points 
of reference and provides a way of mapping the spaces encountered or imagined in 
the author’s experience (Tally, 2013).  The spatial descriptions combined forms of the 
author’s literary cartographic map of a specific work (Tally, 2014). In order to achieve 
a coherent mapping of any narrative three challenges must be overcome, according 
to Caquard & Fiset (2014). First, locating the different places associated with the 
story. Second, representing the connections between these different loca-tions. 
Finally, taking into account the temporal dimension inherent to any narrative. 

Relevant to this dimension is the notion of spatiality and the differences between 
the repre-sentation of physical space in maps and the subjective space of human 
action. As defined by Hogan (2011) “spatiality, the ‘existential’ experience of location, 
is fundamentally an emo-tional experience” (Hogan, 2011, location 398). To him this 
“is a sort of emotional geography that develops out of fundamental human pro-
pensities toward organizing the world along two fundamental axes: normalcy and 
attachment” (2011, location 415). In short, we understand space, also in literature, as 
an affective structure in an action or drama. He also relates this perspective to a self-
-classification instrument of our emotional experience of time: “It too is organizedor, 
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more precisely, encoded-emotionally. Encoding is the process whereby we se-lect, 
segment (or ‘chunk’), and give preliminary structure to our experience” (2011, 
locations 416-417). Space is omnidirectional, time is linear. Narrative fiction is thus an 
emotional ex-perience of time and space in a continuous dynamic flux of randomize 
speed and direction. A geography of fiction, as Barbara Piatti puts it, “should be 
much more than mere cartographic illustration or a support to scholarly literature in 
which everything is already said. Quite the contrary, literary maps are meant to be 
tools of interpretation, powerful analytical instru-ments (Piatti et al., 2009).

NARRATIVE MAPPING OF O ANO DA MORTE DE RICARDO REIS

Concept

The novel O Ano da Morte de Ricardo Reis is set almost exclusively in Lisbon (there 
is only one short excursion to Fátima, a small town in the Center countryside part 
of Portugal). The spatial structure of O Ano da Morte de Ricardo Reis was broken into 
several units and con-nected under a linear paradigm: where did the main charac-
ter go and how many times. Some compromise must be set between the space 
referenced in the narrative and the space in the physical world. According to Piatti 
(2009), both author and reader will tent to relate the spa-tial references to real phy-
sical world locations. Luckily, this romance by Saramago is extre-mely precise in the 
references of locations and routes taken by the main character. 

CARTOGRAPHIC TRANSMEDIA DESIGN

Cartographies in the digital space already exhaustively explore the geography of 
places, the connection between them and their temporal dimension, aspects that 
are all essential to es-tablish the structure of a story. Other dimensions like emotion, 
memory, personal and collec-tive experience are also essential to the narrative 
spatial structure, either in literature or real life, and need to integrate a critical literary 
cartography. 

For the purpose of this experiment, the novel O Ano da Morte de Ricardo Reis, by José 
Saramago, will be used to design the narrative of a cartographic literary experience 
in a transmedia format. The pertinence of this choice is justified for a set of reasons: 
1st - It’s a literary work of fiction whose study has recently been added to the Portu-
guese program syl-labus at the end of high school (twelfth-grade); 2nd - It estab-
lishes a clear spatial narrative structure, involving the city of Lisbon, using the three 
axes of literary cartography, geogra-phy, geometry and time. The transmedia map 
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design of this narrative will produce two dif-ferent sub-formats or pieces: a website, 
on the ESRI Story Maps platform; and a graphic printed guide to explore the novel’s 
cartography in the city of Lisbon, establishing connec-tions (links) with the digital 
format in Story Maps . 

Literary Map (printed guide) Concept

The option for a map, a guide, in a physical format, after first considering a digital 
app, was intentional and had two main purposes related with the user’s experience 
of the geographic fiction in the novel:
 
1.Maintaining a level of tactile, emotional, attachment to the idea of map and book;
2. Avoiding the immersive digital experience of the screen effect that would partially 
de-tach the user from the physical space of the city and the places portrayed in the 
novel’s narrative.

The mixed graphic design concept of map and guide allows the user to walk the 
city  follow-ing the steps of the character Ricardo Reis. At the same time the user, 
being also the reader, can understand by excerpts, notes, illustrations and photogra-
phs where that fictional space was at the time and how it is configured today in the 
physical city. 

One note here to explain why the historical moment of the city in 1935-36 is 
represented in the locations of the guide by illustrations and not photographs. Due 
to constraints of archive accessibility and good image framing,  the authors opted 
in a 2nd approach to re-create the fictional atmosphere of the places since some 
already disappeared, and others were severely changed or had no precise location. 
All the recreations are based in detailed descriptions and archive photography. On 
the other hand, the fictional time of the novel cannot be fully  transmitted by actual 
archive photographs since the user will always be facing and experi-encing today’s 
multi sensory and physical aspects of the city. Therefore, for reasons of graph-ic 
coherence and narrative aesthetic in the geographic fiction, illustrations were used. 
Photo-graphs will be used as contextual notes and as the contemporary depictions 
of the locations in the novel.  
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Story Map (ESRI) Concept 

When deciding on a digital component that could enable the test of a transme-
dia cartograph-ic concept and narrative design, applied to Saramago’s novel,  we 
looked to achieve three goals: 

1. To provide a remote digital experience of the literary cartography of O Ano da 
Morte de Ricardo Reis to the user/reader;
2. To enable the user/reader to anticipate and motivate itself for the experience of 
the fictional geography in the city of Lisbon;
3. To support a reflexive memory of the experience in the city as an extension of the 
novel’s literary interpretation.

Story Maps is a recent web app from the platform ArcGis that allows everyone to 
build and design their own geolocated based narrative. Authors of the tool portray 
it as a “rich mix of multimedia that we think best expresses the power of storyte-
lling in the digital age, in which data-intensive maps complement the emotional 
punch of images to tell a fully engaging sto-ry” (Carroll & Wilber, “Maps in Dramatic 
Roles”). In their essay they fully explain the capa-bilities of the tool to structure a full 
dramatic experience using an online multimedia map-ping narrative. The tool keeps 
a user friendly, visual design approach, avoiding more com-plex web coding skills. It 
enables its use by everyone wanting to design their own map based narrative. 

Looking into scientific data that could corroborate Story Maps authors’ assumptions, 
we found in Strachan & Mitchell’s (2014) study with teachers, of the tool’s educa-
tional “Perceived Ease of Use” factor,  an important confirmation: “an overwhelming 
majority of the participants felt that Story Maps were user-friendly, interactive, and 
engaging” and also “ex-pressed that their students would enjoy using Story Maps” 
(pp. 209-210). The “Perceived Usefulness” factor has also a major influence in techno-
logy adoption (p. 211). In their study Strachan & Mitchell (2014) confirmed as well 
that participants perceived Story Maps to be useful in a variety of contexts. They 
were viewed, most importantly, as a tool to better pre-sent material that meets 
academic standards but also “responses indicated that participants planned to use 
Story Maps as supplements to existing lectures or presentations, as part of student 
projects, and for web outreach. Participants clearly perceived Story Maps as easy to 
use and applicable to their educational environment”.

Based on this conclusions, this study will be using ESRI Story Maps as the tool to 
design and build the digital cartography component for the transmedia 



DESIGNA2018 - TERRITORY - INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE  ON DESIGN RESEARCH - UNIVERSIDADE DA BEIRA INTERIOR342

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The prototypes of these two formats will be used in a series of tests with users, to 
attest how the understanding, acquisition and retention of information in a lite-
rary work can be influ-enced by the experience of a literary map, either in a digital 
format or through a physical ex-perience, or by the association of both. The design 
of the tests will consider as subjects stu-dents studying the novel, in which the 
prototypes are based, in their high school studies. The experiment will divide the 
subjects in four groups or categories: A - students that had no ex-perience with the 
digital or the physical literary map (control); B - students that only had the experien-
ce of the digital literary map (website); C - students that only had the experience of 
the physical literary map (printed guide); D - students that had both the experience 
of the physical literary map (printed guide) and the digital literary map (website).

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

As stated before, the main objective of this experiment is to test how a more immer-
sive expe-rience using the fictional geography of a specific novel can improve the 
levels of literary comprehension and strengthen the affective connection of the 
reader with the book’s dra-matic action. In this proposal, the book O Ano da Morte 
de Ricardo Reis, by José Saramago, has been used to build the literary cartography 
experience that will be the prototype base for research. 
 
Using a transmedia format structure to convey the narrative cartography of the 
novel will give the user more points of contact with the experiment. The approach 
will cover both a physical immersion of the user in the real locations of the novel 
supported by a physical map/guide prototype and a remote immersion through 
the access to the web based digital cartography of the story map prototype. This 
comprehensive articulation of both formats will give the user access even if distant 
from the fictional geography, and a deeper level of immer-sion when at the physical 
locations, setting at the same time a more robust research design to gather data for 
analysis of the experiment.
 
Aimed in 1st place for Portuguese students having the novel in their high-school 
syllabus, the experimental prototypes and future use of the resulting products 
(guide/map and website), will be of interest to any reader from the general public. 
Furthermore, the experimental pro-totypes resulting from the interactive design 
process of testing will consolidate this trans-media cartography concept with the 
intention of future replication in other literary works.
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The literary cartography experience would also benefit from the users collaborative 
partici-pation in the production of web based content. Photographs may be added 
by readers or us-ers of the online map interface. Short theme based texts written 
by readers may also be in-serted in the future, conveying sensorial experiences such 
as sounds perceived, smells, par-ticular aspects seen or the overall ambience under 
specific weather conditions (in the novel, the rain is a constant background presen-
ce, for example). Social media applications such as Instagram  or SoundCloud  could 
be constituted has repositories of participatory user con-tent connected by tagging 
posts and allowing uploads of video or snippets of audio with us-er’s testimonies.
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