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A recent strand of discussion took place on the CARTO-SOC listserv about the definition of cartography.
It was prompted by Mike Wood’s article in Vol 34 No 1 of the SoC Bulletin entitled “The Heart of the Mat-
ter - a personal view”, which he followed up with the initial posting - which is repeated below. The
following contributions are brought together with the permission of the contributors as it was felt it was
worthy of wider distribution.

Mike Wood

During recent discussions with students the definition

of ‘cartography’ re-emerged. The word ‘cartography’ may

have originated in France in the early 19th century but is it

still an acceptable term for all the map-related work we do

today? Some dictionaries still give ‘map-making’ (espe-

cially the conventional flat copy) and there is an

International Cartographic Association definition, but

what are the independent views of cartographers out there?

Recent decades have brought graphic software,

DTMs, GIS, visualisation and the rest. Is cartography part

or all of this? Can anyone give a brief, inclusive, compre-

hensive definition of ‘cartography’ suited to the new

millennium?

What can still be included in cartography and what is

definitely ‘beyond’? Is a digital terrain model with draped

map overlay a cartographic product?

What about an animated virtual reality version of this?

Someone asked ‘what will you call the British Carto-

graphic Society in the new millennium, to keep up with the

times?’

I have my own views, but what are yours?

Dr Michael Wood

Department of Geography,

University of Aberdeen

Marc St.Onge

I tend to differentiate between “Cartographer” and

“Map-Maker”:

A Cartographer is someone who makes a map by ap-

plying cartographic, geographic, aesthetic, and graphic

design principles.

A Map-Maker is someone who uses the default set-

tings in the GIS software...

Marc St.Onge

Jeshua Lacock

Cartography: The art of making a map.

Cartographer: One who makes maps.

I think these definitions will be valid for quite some

time. The tools may have changed, but the results are still

maps.

Jeshua Lacock

Cartographer

daan Strebe

I suppose I don’t see much reason to redefine the word

“cartography”. It’s the enterprise of making maps. The real

question is how to define “map”.

The literature elucidates the definition of map with sur-

prising frequency. Most of the definitions proliferate words

beyond necessity, thereby becoming unjustifyably specific.

A simple definition, neither excluding anything reason-

ably considered a map, nor including anything not

reasonably considered a map, and independent of technolo-

gies: “A map generalizes chosen properties of a thing and

represents those generalizations spatially.”

daan Strebe

Geocart author

Elaine Hallisey Hendrix

You mentioned the International Cartographic Associa-

tion definition. For those who don’t have it, I’ve included

their definition:

“The 10th General Assembly of the International Car-

tographic Association has adopted the following working

definitions during its 10th General Assembly held in Barce-

lona, Spain, 3 September 1995 :

� A map is a symbolised image of geographical real-
i ty, represent ing selected features or
characteristics, resulting from the creative effort of
its author’s execution of choices, and is designed
for use when spatial relationships are of primary
relevance.

� Cartography is the discipline dealing with the con-
ception, production, dissemination and study of
maps.

� A Cartographer is a person who engages in cartog-
raphy.
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As a cartographer who spends most of her time work-

ing with GIS databases, I actually prefer the International

Cartographic Association definition of cartography from

1973:

“The art, science, and technology of making maps, to-

gether with their study as scientific documents and works of

art. In this context (it) may be regarded as including all

types of maps, plans, char ts , and sect ions,

three-dimensional models and globes representing the

Earth or any celestial body at any scale."

The inclusion of the phrase “art, science, and technol-

ogy” makes clear that cartography is both art and science

and that the technology is also a part of the discipline. The

word “study,” which appears in both definitions, is defi-

nitely required: cartography is not only map making, it is

also the analysis of spatial information. If the 1995 ICA

definition of “map” as a “symbolised image” is accepted, I

would also add the concept of spatial databases to the defi-

nition. In analyzing spatial information, cartographers

often work with dynamic spatial representations, not just

static images.

So, in the end, my brief definition of cartography is as

follows:

“Cartography is an art, science, and technology that in-

volves the conception, production, dissemination and study

of maps and spatial databases.”

Elaine Hallisey Hendrix

Department of Anthropology & Geography

Georgia State University

Timmy Langner

I like to think of Cartography as “Creative Science”

and Cartographers as “Creative Scientists”. It involves

both art and science.

You don’t have to be an artist to draw maps but they

may look nicer if you are creative. You don’t need to be a

scientist to draw maps but then if you don’t followed some

cartographic technical practice you may not communicate

the information accurately.

After all at Oxford Brookes University I had a choice of

a cartography degree as a Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of

Science. If only they had offered a BASc, that would have

covered it all.

Timmy Langner

graduate cartographer

Miklos Pinther

I tend to agree that there is no need to redefine cartogra-

phy. I like the older, simpler (more general) definition for

this discipline. (And by the way, I do not necessarily prefer

the definition of cartography arrived at by a group of ex-

perts at the UN in 1948, which states that, “Cartography is

considered as the science of preparing all types of maps and

charts, and includes every operation from original surveys

to final printing of copies.")

As far a the term ‘map’ is concerned, there is a very in-

teresting article by J. H. Andrews entitled, “What Was a

Map? The Lexicographers Reply,” which appeared in

CARTOGRAPHICA, vol. 33, no. 4, Winter, 1996. The

“paper is based on 321 definitions of the word ‘map’ drawn

from dictionaries, glossaries, encyclopaedias, textbooks,

monographs, and learned journals of the period

1649-1996."

Again, I believe definitions should express a general

concept, which can be broadly applied irrespective of tech-

nological changes. So, in my mind, the real question is, “Is

the search for definitions a desirable activity?”

Miklos Pinther

former Chief Cartographer

United Nations

Gerald Leo Lyons

I think that your heart and your wit live in the right

place, Miklos.

And, I would merely add:

There will probably always be three distinctly service-

able categories of cartographic definitions, alternatively

for:

1. map makers

2. map users

3. map historians

Gerald Leo Lyons

Artist USA

Nick Tasker

‘Cartography’ beyond definition but within our experi-

ence ..................

My nine year old Son was asked in school yesterday,

“What does your father do"?

He replied, “He builds maps, computers and web sites”

The teacher enquired further “in what order”?

My delightful Son paused and considered the question.

“He doesn’t have any orders, he just does maps when

he can and computers when he can’t"

Perhaps if we examine how our children see us we will

find the answer to define cartography today?

Nick Tasker

Chairman of the Society of Cartographers
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carto-soc Gerardus Mercator to the address:
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