
Re-writing the landscape:

Changing place-names, erasing people
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PLACES’ NAMES ARE CHANGED

The fi rst way that places can change is through 
the simple act of  re-labeling. Mapping is one 
of  the most powerful ways in which places 
are re-labeled. For someone with power to 
come through an area, rename all of  the local 
landmarks, and then write them down and 
distribute the new names is an act of  control 
that can radically alter the way a landscape is 
seen by other newcomers.

Many peoples native to North America 
have names for their surroundings that are 
intricately tied to the landscape through 
physical association, stories, and rootedness 
to a place. When newcomers began to arrive 
in North America, they renamed many of  the 
places that already had names without fi rst 
asking how things were called. Sometimes 
these new names were exceptionally trivial, 
being named after such arbitrary things as 
breakfast foods when creativity ran dry.

What do other people call places near you?

EMPHASIS CHANGES

The third way that places can change is 
through a change in emphasis. For example, 
the two images below are representations of  
the same place; the fi rst image is from a U.S. 
Geological Survey topographic map, while 
the second image is from Google Earth. Set-
tlers often look at places from the fi rst per-
spective, looking down from above as if  they 
were a god and focusing primarily on the 
high points; consequently they often name

individual mountain peaks specifi cally. 
Native peoples have often thought more of  
the landscape as a whole as you might while 
living in it, much like the second image. 
Rather than looking for individual peaks, this 
mountain range was named the ‘Backbone 
of  the World’ for its overall shape.

How do other people talk about places you know?

ERASING WHAT CAME BEFORE

Naming and mapping places is all about 
power. Whether it is intentional or not, call-
ing something by a name that is not seen as 
its own erases other names and changes the 
stories and meaning of  a thing, place, or peo-
ple. There are so many different ways to look 
at the world, and life would be so much more 
interesting if  we could see them all. Talking 
to other people about what their surround-
ings look like is a good way to start to gain all 
these other perspectives and start to see the 
landscape in new ways.

    The photo on the left shows the border crossing between 
Canada and the Blackfeet Nation. In the background can 
be seen Ninastako or Chief  Mountain, which is a sacred 
place for the native peoples of  the area. The stories about 
this sacred mountain change depending on who is telling 
them; these changing stories can change the way people 
see the mountain and erase other stories about it. Photo: 
Guntram Herb

STORIES ABOUT PLACES CHANGE

The second way that places can change is 
through the changing of  stories about those 
places. Ninastako or Chief  Mountain is an 
extremely sacred place for the native peoples 
of  the area, and the mountain has many 
traditional stories attached to it. Settlers 
often talk about Chief  Mountain in terms 
of  its geologic composition or mountain 
climbing, a shift in storytelling that can erase 
its sanctity.

What stories do other people have about places you know? 
    The map on the left shows the lands of  the Blackfoot 
Confederacy, which is made up of  the Kainai, Siksika, Pei-
gan, and Blackfeet tribes. The light green area shows the 
extent of  the territory before settlers moved in and started 
renaming things; the dark green area shows the reservations 
to which the Confederacy is now restricted. Traditional 
Blackfoot Confederacy place names were taken from the 
map by Apiisoomahka Wm. Singer III. We entirely credit 
the artist for their work. If  there is any problem with the 
use of  these placenames, please contact Guntram Herb im-
mediately and the map will be taken down or altered.

      Different perspectives on the same place
The images below show two different ways of  looking 
at the same place in the world. The top image was tak-
en from a United States Geological Survey topographic 
map. This perspective focuses primarily on differentiat-
ing different parts of  the landscape based on elevation, 
land-cover type, and water. The bottom image was taken 
from Google earth and shows the landscape how one 
might experience it from a point on the Earth’s surface. 
This perspective shows how we might view these moun-
tains if  we lived in or near them.
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