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Disclaimer about the co-authored

All the listed research works, exhibitions, publications are co-authored by Prof. Laurent Gutierrez and Dr. Valerie Portefaix

The signature used for their collaboration appears under the name of MAP Office as an artist signature used by the duo since 1996.

Since, all the research undertaken by MAP Office is developed in a full collaborative way, the differentiation of tasks is no longer possible, nor the 
leadership on the research and its development.

MAP Office is not a design company/agency, it is a multidisciplinary platform (no official registration) devised by Prof. Laurent Gutierrez and Dr. 
Valérie Portefaix

Dr. Valérie Portefaix is an Adjunct Associate Professor in Architecture at The Hong Kong University.
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Title: Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories

Desert Island: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories is a research focusing on Island territories as a specific 
ecosystem. In the Anthropocene age, the history of the 21st century will be written on water. With sea level on the 
rise, the ocean has become both the new frontier and the last space, to be either uncovered for the benefit of 
humankind or condemned as the locus of its final demise. Islands offer possibilities for expansion and opportunities 
to start anew. They have long played a major role in nourishing the imagination and establishing new points of 
reference in defining the world.

The research proposes a cataloguing of 100 islands according to: how they serve the world by developing 
laboratories to expand or contract the imaginary perspective of the entire world. Divided in 12 categories such 
islands for nuclear or military facilities, drug or tax paradise, jail, slave trade, entertainment or primary resources… 
they all from their own perspective push the limit of human exploitation and imagination.

Presented in various format, the 100 islands appear as a fragmented map of the world engraved in 100 mirrors 
positioning the island with geographic accuracy (name, latitude and longitude). Besides the two-dimensional mural, a 
three dimensional sculpture (shape of an Island with a palm tree) invite the viewer to seat, relax and hear islands 
stories extracted from the 100 selected islands presented in the mirror map.

Descriptor
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The body of work consists of the following output 

• An taxonomy of 100 Islands man men manipulated

• An Atlas of 100 Islands map focusing on the ocean perspective of the island

• A publication unfolding the research

• A series of exhibitions artwork and display systems
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1. Why and what islands around the world playing an important role in the development of a globalised sovereign
construction of the world?

3. How islands are part of the territorial imaginary construction and how they have been used in the past?

5. How islands are representing the future of an Anthropocenic and transient world?

Research Questions
The research sets out to:

The research context in which Desert Islands has been developed exist within a globalised 
and Anthropocenic world. It developed around multiple discipline such as history, geography
anthropology, politic, economy, ecology and design to mentioned only the most important one.

The project advocate for a planetary design perspective to embrace the more and more intricate
issues defining territories in today’s context.

The possibility to define new perspective - following Edouard Glissant and Gilles Deleuze theory 
about respectively “poetic of relation” and “de-territorialization” of the social spaces - can serve as 
a new approach to geo-political perspective - especially in the the disputed areas of South China Seas.
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This research is also corresponding to the desire of opening another form of narration through the classification and 
connection of those islands. Organized in twelve groups, they create different archipelagos of conceptually related territories 
functioning in a composed yet diffuse geography. Following Edouard Glissant, it would seem appropriate to outline a 
metaphorical map of the world from a selection of islands working as a collection of human issues. Starting from a set of 
keywords, each island embodies a unique story in connection to the other islands of the same group. 
This collection of islands is conceived as a tool for further exploration, a speculative system of classification borrowed from 
the well-known Chinese Encyclopedia Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge imagined by Jorge Luis Borges. 
Breaking the familiar landmarks of territorial classification, this new order supports differences and heterogeneities, in 
defining a new étendue or extended platform of possibilities and principles by moving towards a common yet improbable 
geography.

Following Borges’s methodology and his reading of The Analytical Language by John Wilkins, a classification is established 
dividing islands into a list of twelve possible categories: original ones; resemblance to a moored ship; isolated ones; those 
full of resources; those that have constructed alternatives; site of possible abomination; those of immoral values; de-
regulated ones; those that are intensely inhabited; those that have (de-) constructed landscape, disappearing ones; other 
heterotopias. 

In this list, geography goes beyond the conventional means of defining islands, usually constrained by national interests 
and geographic borders. These categories propose another taxonomy in which islands are defined by their manipulation 
and narrative potential. Like the pieces of a puzzle, no island could exist without those surrounding it. They form a network 
connected by the complex system of portolan, a navigational measure using triangulation in which each island becomes a 
entity inviting the reader/viewer to engage into a complex set of histories, both real and fictional. In the archipelagic system, 
each island is the opportunity to dream about the next one.

Research methods
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Research strategy: Atlas of Archipelagic 
Laboratories

Cover and typical inside pages of the research report. 
Production of 100 maps of island around the world.
Research material not published or exhibited yet.

An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories is an artistic 
inventory of islands that have been extensively 
man-made manipulated or used by a global 
network of corporations and nations. It points at 
human action and, experimentations including: 
utopian communities, fiscal paradises, military and 
occupied domains, clandestine and forced 
migration, ecosystems, exclusive leisure, private 
extravagance, and forced landscape. Their 
selection, over many possible other islands, is 
meant to give insight into balance multiple periods 
and distribution on the world map. Literary titles, 
story lines and statistics ultimately are comprised 
within the making of an additional imaginary map, 
which was called after Gilles Deleuze, Desert 
Island. This map is a drawing of the ocean as 
island, a “world of islands”.

In thinking of islands, Hau’ofa put in perspective 
another geography of the Pacific by proposing a 
“sea of islands” interconnected by multiple 
histories of culture, trade and migration. His 
collection of essays, We are the Ocean, evokes 
the extraordinary mobility of the population around 
Oceania and the absurdity of all national and 
economic borders that are recently crisscrossing 
the sea. Against limitations, Hau’ofa has been an 
important advocate of the modes of living at sea, 
navigating or interacting with water, letting the 
cultures move and mingle or what he identifies as 
a “world enlargement”. 

Atlas
of  Archipelogic Laboratories

MAP OFFICE
[Laurent Gutierrez & Valérie Portefaix]

MAP BOOK PUBLISHERS
2016

001

Klein Bonaire
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To set up an atlas of islands, one must face the 
impossible charge to extract an arbitrary number of 
one hundred and one islands from the world’s 
100,000 landmasses surrounded by water. For so, 
the decision to interpret the discourse of two great 
writers and anthropologists, first in the Pacific, 
Epeli Hau’ofa, second in the Caribbean, Edouard 
Glissant is allowing to engage the construction of a 
postcolonial perspective on insularity that opened 
new sets of interconnected relations and flux 
outside the continental masses. 
 
Now in the critical epoch of the Anthropocene, it is 
clear that the history of the 21st century will be 
written on water. When sea levels are certainly on 
the rise, the sea becomes a new frontier and the 
last space, either to uncover for the benefit of 
human kind or simply to carry on its abuse. In a 
world full stories, islands have played a major role 
in nourishing the imagination and set up new 
points of reference for the world as it is well-
defined today. For so, islands and oceans, have 
offered a possible expansion to the populated 
territories and given opportunities to start anew. 

Island Resort, Exhibition overview of Yokohama Triennale
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Research Materials

A. Island Is Land, Statement print,
exhibited at the Yokohama
Triennale

B. Island Resort, Detail of artwork
exhibited at the Yokohama
Triennale

C. Island Resort, Detail of artwork
exhibited at the Yokohama
Triennale 

D. Island Resort, Detail of artwork
exhibited at the Yokohama
TriennaleA B

C D



Prof. Laurent Gutierrez | 01

Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories �10

Desert Islands: An Atlas of 
Archipelagic Laboratories

Yokohama Triennial 2017Singapore Biennale 2016

Research Materials
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Pages of Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic 
Laboratories, Journal: New Geographies 08, 
Published by Harvard University, Graduate School 
of Design, 2016, pp 63 to 70, by Gutierrez L, 
Portefaix V, (Journal Article) 
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Pages of Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories, Journal: New Geographies 08, Published by Harvard University, Graduate School of Design, 
2016, pp 63 to 70, by Gutierrez L, Portefaix V, (Journal Article) 

Please contact author for full text.
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Pages of Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories, Journal: New Geographies 08, Published by Harvard University, Graduate School of Design, 
2016, pp 63 to 70, by Gutierrez L, Portefaix V, (Journal Article) 

Please contact author for full text.
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Pages of Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories, Journal: New Geographies 08, Published by Harvard University, Graduate School of Design, 
2016, pp 63 to 70, by Gutierrez L, Portefaix V, (Journal Article) 

Please contact author for full text.
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Pages of Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories, Journal: New Geographies 08, Published by Harvard University, Graduate School of Design, 
2016, pp 63 to 70, by Gutierrez L, Portefaix V, (Journal Article) 

Please contact author for full text.
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ISLAND RESORT - YMA   

MAP OFFICE
MAP OFFICE - [Gutierrez + Portefaix] - Unit 6-8, 19/F - 50 Wing Tai Road - Chai Wan, Hong Kong - www.map-office.com
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Island Resort, Exhibition plan for Yokohama TriennaleIsland Resort, Research on overall layout for Yokohama Triennale
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Island Resort, Exhibition overview of Yokohama Triennale



Prof. Laurent Gutierrez | 01

Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories �18

Desert Island, view of the exhibition for Singapore Biennale
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Desert Island, Drawing of the 100 islands around the world for Singapore Biennale
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Year  

2016

2017

Exhibition  

6th Singapore Biennale 2016, “Desert Island” in An Atlas of Mirror 
Organising Singapore Art Museum, curated by John Tung, Singapore, 
October 27th - February 26th, 2016, (Exhibition Catalogue)
 

Yokohama Triennial 2017, “Island Resort” in Islands, Constellations and Galapagos 
Organising Committee for Yokohama Triennial Office c/o Yokohama Museum of Art, curated by Akiko 
Miki, Yokohama, Japan, 
August 04th - November 05th, 2017, (Exhibition Catalogue)

Dissemination and distribution of outcomes
Exhibited (1 Journal Article, 2 Biennales)

Desert Islands: An Atlas of Archipelagic Laboratories, Journal: New Geographies 08, Published by 
Harvard University, Graduate School of Design, 2016, pp 63 to 70, by Gutierrez L, Portefaix V, (Journal 
Article)

2016


