
VISUAL ESSAY

Anamorphosis: The geography of physicians,
and mortality
Danny Dorling

Visual images can have an impact that is different and often

more immediate than the written argument or reported

statistical effect. Photographs are especially effective and,

hence, the photo essay.1 But serendipitous intuition can also

be fostered with schematic diagrams. However, we quickly

become immune to the distortion of some forms of graphic; for

instance, oblivious to distorted scaling of traditional maps,2 or

to the ubiquity of the log scaling required to squeeze all

extremes of life within one inequitable planet onto the square

of the graph; dispassionate to the implications of moving an

inch to the left or up graphs such as that shown in Figure 1.

The five figures that follow take the same data as shown in

Figure 1 but show parts of it—recombined in different ways.3

They illustrate how simply showing the absolute numbers the

rates are based on (Figures 2 and 3), reveals information not

apparent from the rates (compare with Figures 4 and 5); and how

showing both the absolute numbers and the rates makes visible

yet more despite the geography being lost (Figures 6 and 7).

Images have a long history in medicine and politics, as

does both deliberate and hidden distortion, hidden meanings

and signs (Figure 8). In the end is shown (Figure 9) how

simply turning off one of the most common distortions—the

log option—and re-scaling again . . . reveals a very different

image again—an anamorphosis: ‘an unconventional way of

seeing’4:

We prefer an ordered world, regular patterns, familiar

forms, and when flaws or distortions occur, provided they

are not too gross, our mind’s eye tidies them up. We see

what we want or expect to see . . .5
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Figure 1 Territories of the world drawn as circles with area in proportion to births (in log space)
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There are more nurses from Malawi in Manchester than in Malawi and more Ethiopian doctors in Chicago than Ethiopia7

Figure 3 Territories of the world drawn with area in proportion to physicians 1–48

Figure 2 Territories of the world drawn with area in proportion to death at ages 1–46
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Africa’s population density of 249 people per 1,000 hectares is well below the world average of 44210

Figure 5 Territories of the world drawn with area in proportion to land area11

Figure 4 Territories of the world drawn with area in proportion to population9
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It is difficult to escape the conclusion that this loss of infant life is in some way related to the social life of the people14
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Figure 6 Territories of the world drawn with area in proportion to physicians12
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Figure 7 Territories of the world drawn with area in proportion to death at ages 1–413

748 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EPIDEMIOLOGY

 by guest on N
ovem

ber 5, 2011
http://ije.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://ije.oxfordjournals.org/


Figure 8 Anamorphosis in medicine and politics15
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Figure 9 Territories of the world drawn as circles with area in proportion to births16 (euclidean space)
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The final graphic (above) is identical to the first (Figure 1)

other than that the scales used to place the circle representing

each territory on the page are no longer log-based. There no

longer appears to be a simple relationship between physicians

per person and the very premature deaths of young children

when the world is looked at like this.17
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