
WHY CAN’T A MAP HAVE SKY?
Alan Collinson

This paper describes the adoption of 3D virtual reality mapping and other graphic techniques in the gen-
eral publishing market whilst the cartographic world remains stoically conservative.
In working for a number of clients in the publishing world we were encouraged to develop more
interesting ways of portraying the earth’s surface. In contrast there is little or no encouragement from the
cartographic world to develop these techniques. Why is this so? I would like to raise a few of the issues
involved, and present some of the work we have done for your comment and consideration.

INTRODUCTION

IBM were not interested in Windows when it was of-
fered to them, they couldn’t see any sales potential for just
prettying up an operating system. And so Bill Gates was
left to muddle on, and we all know what a disaster that was.

Xerox made the first OS system but couldn’t grasp the
context of using a “Mouse” instead of co-ordinates. So
they gave the idea to Apple.

In the early 1960’s I remember an executive of Tri-
umph Motor Cycle Company showing absolute disdain at
the new little Honda bikes coming onto the market. His
very words were “They may compete a little in the small
bike market, but they’ll never affect our big bike sales”.

In each case, control of vast potential benefits slipped
through the sleeping giant’s fingers, in the arrogant
self-assurance that forces that governed the past would con-
tinue to govern the future.

The rest is history, but also, how many times have I
heard those exact sentiments expressed by our cartographic
community when it comes to the fledgling efforts of our
graphic and media colleagues at drawing maps. And yet the
threat to the cartographic world is far greater than Honda
ever were to Triumph.

‘Trust me, I’m a cartographer’ doesn’t work any
more, (if it ever did).

Two questions arise.

WHY IS THE CARTOGRAPHIC WORLD SO CONSER-
VATIVE?

and

WHY DOES THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY APPEAR
SO MUCH MORE RADICAL?

Before I start I would like to explain where I’m coming
from. For the purposes of this article I would like to focus on
the main subject of cartography, the topographic map, and
especially the mapping of relief. Additionally I would like
to talk about the visual product rather than the digital sys-
tems, which may underlay it or even in some cases obviate
any visual media.

Perhaps, before I begin, a third question needs to be
asked:

“Why have topographic map products of the com-

puter age still not produced anything radically different

to the hand drawn products of 50 years ago?”
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For an example of this conservatism in specifically
British cartography you only have to look at our Road at-
lases, and to ask why the various commercial and public
products look so similar. And why haven’t they changed
over time. (Actually I’d like to show them to you but be-
cause most of them owe a debt to the OS that would entail
charging each of you £2.50 to cover the scanning costs, the
£200 license fee, plus a media conversion charge).

SEVEN REASONS

I think that there are SEVEN reasons for this conserva-
tism, some of which apply to cartography worldwide and
some are peculiar to the British scene. However, what is
puzzling is that most of these conservative restrictions do
not seem to apply to other disciplines when they draw maps.
Perhaps there is good reason, perhaps not.

Reason 1. Restrictions inherent in map making

The first reason applies to cartography in general. It is
in the nature of the profession that there will be restrictions
on the freedom to order and distribute the content of maps.
We accept this constraint in the same way that a car designer
accepts that a car must have wheels, but somehow this con-
straint weighs more heavily on cartography than it does in
other disciplines.

Reason 2. Restrictions in the current ethos of cartogra-

phy.

Without doubt there is an incredible technological
change is taking place in cartography. We are now at a time
in history when ‘up to the minute’ data of 100% accuracy is
almost within our grasp.

But what happens when we achieve it? Does cartogra-
phy as we know it come to an end? Or is there more to
cartography than some glorified database?

In our rush to create a greater store of knowledge we
are in danger of overlooking many of the purposes for
which maps are designed to serve. Especially the grasp and
understanding of multi-layered spatial information with the
minimum of effort. It in not just knowledge but the commu-
nication of that knowledge which is the crux of the
map-making process.

Reason 3. The public

It is claimed by most cartographic companies that the
public themselves demand the products they produce. They
blame the conservatism of cartography onto the conserva-
tism of the map-using public. It is certainly true that the
public perception of maps is limited to very few products.
When you tell someone that you are a cartographer, the in-
evitable retort in the UK is “Oh! do you draw Ordnance
Survey maps then”, as if there were no other kind.

But ask the same question in the United States and the
reply is unlikely to feature any of the national mapping
agencies, but rather Michelin or Rand McNalley. Perhaps
our British public has been conditioned. By only offering
one thing, perhaps they feel that there is only one thing.

Reason 4. The cartographer

What is lacking in cartography today is an education
and understanding which sets cartography in a modern me-
dia setting. When you look at the professional training
experienced in other professions, it would appear that most
cartographers have little formal training above GCSE
woodwork. I don’t know of a single cartographer with a
qualification in design, yet what media house in its right
mind would create a publication without a qualified and ex-
perienced design team at its helm. Most of our map design
involves merely altering the road widths.

In fact it is getting worse, the day is coming when there
will be no formal training of cartographers whatsoever in
the UK and when the existing pool of qualified people dries
up, who will be the cartographers of the future. Perhaps
there is a group of fledgling graphic artists waiting in the
wings to take over when cartography finally slips through
our fingers, unless we can come up with something new that
others can only admire. If we do not have something unique
to offer, then we should not be in the business. And proba-
bly won’t be if we don’t buck our ideas up.

Reason 5. The cartographic organisations

If we look around, almost all our commercial and pub-
lic organisations are now run by men and women who
began their careers in an age when maps were drawn by
hand. The age-old conservative traditions of map making
are part of their psyche.

It’s like those old people who still go to the seaside in
Britain to sit in their deck chairs on the beach, because it
brings back memories of happy days gone by, spent in tran-
quillity and repose, where the sun shone every day and you
could get an ice cream cone, a bag of crisps, a charabang
ride and a knickerbockerglory and still have change out of
sixpence.

Of course the old farts are on the beach on their own
these days because everyone else has buggered off the
Ibiza.

Reason 6. The cost

The cost of representing cartographic information cou-
pled with the fear that there might not be a financial return,
tends towards a conservative attitude to map making.
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Also acquiring new data to create maps has always
constrained cartography. The time, effort, and costs in-
volved are prohibit ive of experimentation and
development. And yet, step outside the narrow confines of
cartography and there is a vibrant (and profitable) mapping
market out there.

Reason 7. Copyright restrictions

If a fashion designer had to pay royalties on the fabric
they used, then fashion design would come to an abrupt
halt. It is well documented that copyright restrictions affect
British cartography more than anywhere else in the world.
Whatever the justifications may be, the interpretations put
upon copyright law in the UK are restrictive to the
wellbeing of the cartography of Britain.

Conclusion

The restrictions inherent in the product, the perceived
reaction of the general public to cartographic innovation,
the ethos and inherent conservatism of cartographers and
the cartographic industry, the cost of change and copyright
restrictions, all contribute to an austere climate of conserva-
tism and lack of innovation in cartography. Or so it would
seem.

If this is indeed true of the cartographic industry, then
why is the publishing world not so constrained? It isn’t
good enough to raise a haughty sneer at these other prod-
ucts, and claim that they are in some way inferior and
therefore don’t count. It’s the Triumph syndrome all over
again.

Quite simply I think that the reason why the publishing
industry welcomes cartographic innovations is that they are
in a white hot design cauldron, needing new solutions every
day and at the drop of a hat. It hardly describes cartography
does it!!

The publishing world doesn’t want two or three ideas
to choose from, it wants twenty or thirty, and even then it
won't choose any of them, but will go away and create new
design products based them. Our cartographic methodol-
ogy is too slow and too rigid to find a place in this active
environment where the graphic designer and media creator
have already largely replaced the cartographer. Cartogra-
phers say “can’t”. Publishers say “why not”.

Sadly, as cartographers, it is hard for us to say it but, at
Geo-Innovations we have been impressed with the flair and
freshness of media driven cartography for some time. So,
we tried to see through their eyes to see what it was that they
saw, what they wanted from cartographers and where their
future was taking them. We ventured into the lion’s den.

It became obvious immediately that there was a basic
problem. Firstly, our basic mapping tools Freehand and Il-
lustrator were little used in the media world. Photoshop,
Painter and Lightwave were much more in evidence. Also
whilst the publishers we worked for were happy to commis-
sion work from us and would continue to do so for special
contracts, they really wanted to do most of it themselves. So
here is the rub. There are graphic artists and media agencies
out there looking for cartographers to help them draw their
own maps.

So, why not!!! Why shouldn’t we give the graphics
world the means to draw their own maps. If we haven’t im-
pressed them by now of the God like status of the
cartographic profession then we’re never going to do so.
We have what they want but seem to have some reticence in
giving it to them in the way that they want.

So following discussions with a number of media pub-
lishers, we developed a series of ideas which will allow
graphic artists, media houses (and cartographers) to have
access to our product, world relief data, at the press of a but-
ton. We felt that what the publishing world wanted was a
choice of solutions that could be accessed easily and eco-
nomically. Also, they would still prefer to construct their
own maps rather than get a cartographer to do so.

A management and product assessment of our com-
pany identified a market for off the shelf products which did
not rely on working in the purely commission environment
we were in. Perhaps a few cartographers might be interested
too.

WE CALL OUR APPROACH GEO-INNOVATIONS
and it comes in 4 parts.

1 . The GEO-ATLAS

Print Resolution World Relief Images In Various Pro-
jections for Atlases and Multi-Media. Worldwide print
resolution coverage at scales of up to 1:5,000,000.
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The GEO-ATLAS is ideally suited to designers and
cartographers who require accurate relief images for their
work with a thousand and one variations at their fingertips
in order to customize them to their own specification.

The images are fully editable in Photoshop format and
are capable of adding layers of additional data, rivers, lakes,
graticule, oceans etc. and there are seven basic colour
schemes, two height enhancements and greyscale as stan-
dard. Also there are a range of colour choices

1 With tundra and deserts for general media and carto-
graphic use.

2 Generated to highlight lowland areas.

3 For general atlas use. 3 height variations.

4 A monochrome cartographic variant, with three height
variations.

5 A distinctive colour variation for cartographic or media
use.

6 Greyscale version for customization.

7 A lightly coloured cartographic version.

2. GEO GLOBES

A unique collection of globe images of the earth taken
directly from our master series. With 78 viewpoints, these
11 inch print resolution globes represent not only the most
complete set of cartographic images of the earth ever pub-
lished but also the highest resolution images available in

such a format. These images too are fully editable in
Photoshop format and are capable of adding layers of addi-
tional data, rivers, lakes, graticule, oceans etc. and there are
six basic colour schemes as standard. In all there are mil-
lions of combinations of image possible with this 13 CD or
2 DVDset.

3. GEO-WORLDS

GeoWorlds is a series of panoramic images of the earth
from many different angles and lighting conditions. They
supply the needs of media and publishing houses to illus-
trate the earth’s surface in other than merely plan views, and
yet still remain cartographically credible. AND ANYWAY,
Why shouldn’t a map have sky?

Why shouldn’t the land reflect the atmosphere which
shrouds it and encompasses it. Why can’t a map have shad-
ows, rain, mist and sunsets, and still retain its cartographic
credibility? The real world has all of these things and it does
not detract in any way from our understanding or interpreta-
tion of it. On the contrary our understanding is enhanced by
these very elements which cartographers in the past have
been unwilling or unable to portray.

4. GEO-PROFESSIONAL

But real cartographers have not been forgotten in all
this after all. We have kept something back for them. Fol-
lowing the launch of the SRTM satellite, (Shuttle Radar
Topography Mission) two years ago we have been prepar-
ing for the introduction of new large-scale terrain data to
come onto the market. This is planned to be complete in
January 2003.
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This will provide us with data capable of going up to
1:250 000 for 80% of the world. Created by professional
cartographers for professional cartographers. Whether they
want it is another matter.

OUR UNIQUE CONTRIBUTION

Much of the media we use is purchased off the shelf
with only minor, but important, modifications from our-
selves. However, whilst the original source data is available
from a number of sources there are many restrictions to its
optimal use by the commercial sector. The technical skills
necessary to manipulate these images are not readily avail-
able, and also most graphics studios do not have equipment
or the time free to manipulate images of this size. If we were
to print our database out at full size it would be wall map 68
feet long and 30 feet high and there is no single computer
that could work with it.

What we have contributed is to create WYSIWYG
products that require no complicated mathematics or partic-
ular skill to operate. A wide standard versatility but with
open opportunities for the user to create unique customized
variations using only the average computer powers.

BUT THERE IS ONE MORE STEP TO TAKE.

So finally, the last of our Geo-innovations products, the
Geo-Creator.

5. GEO-CREATIONS

No matter how comprehensive and versatile our cata-
logue of images has become, there are still be millions of
variations we could not cover. So, for those with imagina-
tion, flair and just a little graphics skill we have
GEO-CREATIONS, for the designer and publisher or me-
dia house to create their own custom images in a Bryce
landscape generator.

With Geo-Creations a designer or cartographer may
prepare custom images for any media. Colour at will; rotate
to any angle; add sky, reflections, sunsets, and mists; en-
hance or subdue the relief, and do a thousand an one things
until the image finally matches exactly what is required.

Here at last is the world at your fingertips

WE CALL THE WHOLE THING:

GEO-INNOVATIONS

Spare a moment to take a look at our developing website :-

http://www.geoinnovations.co.uk
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SURVEY AND MAPPING JOURNALS PUBLISHED IN THE UNITED KINGDOM
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ASI JOURNAL ISSN 0956-4241

Published by the Architecture and Surveying Institute/ASI Services.

Format 297 x 210 mm, 40 pages approximately. Six issues per annum with 12 supplementary Newsletters.

Annual subscription £25.

Applications to Architecture and Surveying Institute, St. Mary House, 15 St. Mary Street,

Chippenham, Wiltshire. SN15 3WD

THE CARTOGRAPHIC JOURNAL ISSN 0008-7041

Published by Maney Publishing on behalf of the British Cartographic Society.

Format 297 x 210 mm, 100 pages approximately. Two issues per annum.

Annual subscription £74. (US$122.) Individual non-members £34. (US$49.)

Applications to the Subscription Department, Maney Publishing, Hudson Road, Leeds. LS9 7DL

CIVIL ENGINEERING SURVEYOR ISSN 0266-139X

Published by SURCO Ltd. for the Institution of Civil Engineering Surveyors.

Format 297 x 210 mm, 40 pages approximately. Ten issues per annum and four supplements.

Annual subscription £32.

Applications to SURCO Ltd., Dominion House, Sibson Road, Sale, Cheshire. M33 7PP

ENGINEERING SURVEYING SHOWCASE ISBN 0 9467 7983X

Published by GITC bv.

Format 297 x 210 mm, 60 pages approximately. Two issues per annum.

Annual subscription £14·95 or free to subscribers of Surveying World (see below).

Applications to PV Publications, Suite L, 17 Park Place, Stevenage, Hertfordshire. SG1 1DU

THE HYDROGRAPHIC JOURNAL ISSN 0309-7846

Published by the Hydrographic Society.

Format 296 x 208 mm, 48 pages approximately. Four issues per annum.

Annual subscription £60.

Applications to: The Manager, The Hydrographic Society, POBox 103, Plymouth PL4 7YP

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF REMOTE SENSING ISSN 0143-1161

Published by Taylor & Francis Ltd. An official journal of the Remote Sensing Society.

Format 250 x 170 mm, 200 pages approximately. Eighteen issues per annum.

Annual subscription £2415. (US$3983 Worldwide.)

Applications to Taylor & Francis Ltd., Rankine Road, Basingstoke, Hampshire. RG24 8PR

THE PHOTOGRAMMETRIC RECORD ISSN 0031-868X

Published by the Photogrammetric Society.

Format 241 x 160 mm, 150 pages approximately. Two issues per annum.

Annual subscription £69. (US$138.)

Applications to Subscription Department, The Photogrammetric Record, Department of Geomatic

Engineering, University College London, Gower Street, London. WC1E 6BT

SoC BULLETIN ISSN 0036-1984

Published by the Society of Cartographers.

Format 297 x 210 mm, 65 pages approximately. Two issues per annum.

Annual subscription £25. (Air Mail £30.)

Applications to P. Spoerry, Department of Geography, University of Cambridge,

Downing Place, Cambridge. CB2 3EN

GEOMATICS WORLD ISSN 0927-7900

Published by GITC bv. Sponsored by the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors.

Format 297 x 210 mm, 50 pages approximately. Six issues per annum.

Annual subscription £42 (UK), £45 (Worldwide)..

Applications to PV Publications, Suite L, 17 Park Place, Stevenage, Hertfordshire. SG1 1DU


