
REDUCE YOUR MAP PRODUCTION COSTS 

Peter Jolly 

High quality labelling has, until recently, been a very time-consuming task and a bottleneck in the map 
production process. Moreover, many users expect high quality mapping to be available whether it is in 
the Times Atlas or maps generated using GIS. Indeed, GIS mapping is becoming more of an art form with 
a gradual merging of standards towards those expected by the cartographer. 

The majority of present labelling systems require the opera
tor to complete the labelling of point, line and area features 
with an interactive editor. Some improvements have been 
made over the years but the work is still time consuming. 
Back in the early 1980s Professor Chris Jones, from the 
University of Glamorgan in Wales, began to put together a 
package that would enable the automatic placement of text. 
After several years of research the first Map lex program 
was sold to the UK Automobile Association in November 
1994 and 2 months later a copy was sold to Rand McNally 
in the United States through the University's Commercial 
Services Division. Since then, the software team has ex
panded to 5 and in June 1997 Maplex was purchased by 
ESRI (UK). Maplex development continues apace and fur
ther research under Professor Jones is being supported by 
ESRI. 

At first Maplex ran on VMS and then UNIX but now 
the program runs solely on Windows NT. The reason for the 
change is quite simple; the Windows interface is more intu
itive and has changed the character of the package so that 
Maplex can also be used as a cartographic tool to design 
maps. This design capability arises because the software is 
controlled using a large spreadsheet that is commonly re
ferred to as the rulebase. This rulebase has 3 essential 
elements. The first is an electronic map specification since 
Map lex has to know the precise dimensions of all the fea
tures and text in order to place the text correctly. The second 
element enables the operator to select the styles of place
ment for the point, line and area features. The final element 
is a weighting system in which the most important features 
and text are given high numbers, less important elements 
lower numbers and the areas in which the text can best be 
placed zero. Although the rulebase can be very large (it can 
accommodate 4000 feature classes and there are approxi
mately 120 attributes to each feature class) the very 
user-friendly interface ensures that navigation around the 
rulebase is very quick and easy. It is this ease of use that fa
cilitates the map design capability. Changing lineweights, 
symbols, box styles, placement styles, fonts etc is done in
teractively enabling the operator or cartographer to spend 
more time designing the map rather than having to spend 
time placing text. 

Map lex accepts a variety of data formats but the data 
has to be in vector format with attributable text. Once the 
data has been imported a number of functions are carried 
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out automatically. For instance, in the database each line el
ement will have an associated piece of text that could result 
in an excess ofline labels, but the program does unambigu
ous line labelling automatically. That said the operator 
could set a label repetition rate for line features. If Adobe 
fonts are used, and the point size set, the program automati
cally calculates the dimensions of all the characters for the 
font. Keming is automatic and, if required in densely la
belled areas, vertical keming takes place with the text being 
moved horizontally so that decenders and risers do not con
flict. Of course, it may be that there is simply too much text 
and if this is the case then the least important text may be de
leted. To complement this facility it is then possible to 
display the unplaced labels to allow for some editorial ac
tion. A text editor has been built into Maplex to allow 
adjustments to be made where necessary and includes a 
leader line facility. The output can either be just the text, a 
fully symbolised and labelled map or a bitmap in the pre
ferred format. 

While the program was developed initially to speed up 
and improve the quality of the map production process, it is 
becoming increasingly apparent that there are many other 
applications for the software. As was mentioned earlier, 
there is an increasing customer requirement for high quality 
GIS mapping. The over-posting problem which has been a 
characteristic of this specialisation for several years can 
now be resolved. Maplex works well with Arclnfo, Map 
Objects and ArcView. Maplex can also be used to design 
maps for use on-screen. Until recently it has been usual to 
project the paper map image on-screen but the medium is 
different and the viewing distance is often different. There
fore, in many cases it would be better to produce a 
customised map for each situation. The capability to 
customise maps is one of the great strengths of the program. 
The ability to take a standard vector data set and produce 
maps in different styles and different languages or add cus
tomer data and then produce a high quality map without text 
confliction is a significant advance in this field. The de
mand for such maps is increasing as organisations and 
individuals want to produce their own particular style of 
map. These requirements may be in the form of specialised 
paper mapping, maps on-screen or even mapping on the 
Internet. Indeed, an Internet "facility" for use with 
MapObjects IMS has been developed, there are 3 live sites 
and many others under development. The important point 
here is that Map lex is extremely fast with the capability to 
produce a graphic and place thousands of names in a few 
minutes. Consequently, if the number oflabels to be placed 
is, say, in the order of 100 the labelling task may only take 2 
or 3 seconds. Such is the speed of the program that it could 
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To find out more about Map lex visit the ESRI (UK) web site 
at http ://www.esriuk.com 
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