
150 YEARS OF MAPPING IRELAND'S POPULATION DISTRIBUTION 
Arnold Homer 

Over the last 150 years various approaches to the construction of maps showing the distribution of popu
lation in Ireland have been explored. This article reviews these approaches, and is particularly intended 
to illustrate how the compilers of Irish population maps have confronted that central issue facing all 
cartographers, namely the selection of an appropriate level of generalisation. 

To keep matters simple, this discussion will deal 
mainly with maps featuring the whole island or large Parts 
of it, and all illustrations will show how one particular area, 
the north-western county of Donegal, has been represented. 
This county provides an especially good example of the 
striking local contrasts in population density which can be 
particularly widespread in western Ireland. In Donegal, 
very high rural densities along the west coast contrast with 
thinly-populated or uninhabited areas immediately inland 
and, further east, a spread of population at an intermediate 
density. For any cartographer whose concerns include the 
capturing of at least the main local variations in population 
distribution, the mapping of Donegal presents a challenge 
-one which, as Figures 1-3 show, has been approached in 
varying ways and with varying degrees of success. 

These varied approaches will be considered below in a 
broad chronological sequence but before that it may be de
sirable to offer some general comments on a matter critical 
to all of the maps, namely the levels of spatial resolution as
sociated with the data input and with the output format. The 
size of the data cell available for map compilation is clear
ly particularly significant, and is the main control on the 
detail which may be achieved on the final map. In Ireland, 
the cartographer is usually likely to select data from a maxi
mum of fom levels of aggregation. These range from the 33 
county units to the·62,000 townlands, but for most purposes 
neither of these extremes may be particularly useful. 
County data can certainly sometimes be used to indicate 
some of the main regional variations, but many of the more 
significant local contrasts (for instance those between east 
and west Donegal) are obscured at this level of generalisa
tion; in addition population data are no longer compiled for 
county units in Northern Ireland. At the other extreme, only 
a very limited range of data - most notably the population 
totals at each census between 1841 and 1911 - has ever been 
published for individual townlands. The difficulties of rep
resenting such detail, together with the daunting effort, have 
- as far as this author is aware - so far deterred cartographers 
from attempting a countrywide map based on either these 
units or their nearest modern equivalent, the llcm grid 
squares in Northern Ireland, for which data have been com
piled from the 1971 census. 

In practice, therefore, any cartographer wishing to 
show some degree of local detail is likely to choose from 
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the two intermediate levels, either (a) the relatively broad 
mesh afforded by the old-established baronies, the mid
nineteenth century poor law unions, or the late nineteenth 
centmy rural and urban districts - in each case a division 
of Ireland into between 200 and 350 units, or {b) the finer 
mesh afforded by either the old-established parishes or the 
mid-nineteenth century district electoral divisions 
(D.E.Ds), with each of these involving a subdivision of Ire
land into over 2000 units. For almost all maps showing 
recent data, the choice is effectively between the rural and 
urban districts and the D.E.Ds; at least for census purposes, 
the other units became almost wholly obsolete after 1911. 

The choice between these two levels may be influenced 
partly by the resomces available to the cartographer, but it 
may also be influenced by the objectives assigned to the 
final map. In particular it seems worthwhile making a dis
tinction between those maps whose main concern is to 
reveal local inflections in population distribution and those 
maps whose main aim is the display of more general re
gional contrasts. Ideally of course both objectives should be 
accommodated on the same map, but in practice this may 
be difficult to achieve: too much detail may detract from the 
general pattern, too little may mean the map never even 
hints at some of those spatial variations which are most sig
nificant for the organisation of local life. 

The majority of those who have mapped the distribu
tion of population in Ireland appear to have been most 
concerned with portraying the main local variations. Their 
choice of output method, as well as more obviously their 
choice of input data cells, has in turn been influenced by 
this preoccupation. At any mte it is noticeable that most 
maps showing the distribution of Ireland's population have 
involved the use of either dots or area shading, with both 
the standard choropleth and the dasymetric techniques 
being employed for the latter. In contrast there appear to 
exist very few examples of the use, at least in a pure form, 
of the isopleth method - a technique which seems particu
larly suitable for displaying general trends. However, 
possibly because it was more suited to the portrayal oflocal 
variations, a dasymetric hybrid of isopleth and area-shad
ing methods has been used and is discussed below. 

Early area-shaded maps 

Area shading dominated the first population maps of 
Ireland, with the earliest known example being surprising
ly sophisticated in its technique and detail. Compiled just 
over 150 years ago by Lieut Henry Harness of the Royal 
Engineers, it was made for the six-map atlas which accom
panied the report of the Irish Railway Commission 
(1836-38) and was intended to show 'by varieties of shad
ing the comparative density of the population'. It is 
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significant in· cartographic history as one of the earliest 
examples of population mapping and as the earliest known 
map on which was employed what would now be called the 
dasymettic method (Robinson, 1955, 1982; Wallis and Rcr 
binson, 1987). In other words, in conttast to the simple 
choropleth map where a uniform shade would be assigned 
to the entire area of each data cell (in this instance, each ba
rony), the densities and the shading pattern were here 
adjusted to take account of the main uninhabited and light
ly inhabited areas. The shading in fact was relaled to the 
rural population, with small, roughly proportional, circles 
and numbers indicating, as well as the populations of many 
smaller places, the populations of all towns with over 2000 
inhabitants. 

As a result of the use of this technique, the conttast in 
Co. Donegal between the coast and the interior is clearly 

shown (Fig.1A). However, as a comparison with the mod
ern interpretation of the contemporary population 
distribution will indicate (Fig.1D), this map does not accur
ately indicate the very high densities along the coast, and it 
does not accurately display local density variations in the 
northern peninsula of Inishowen and in parts of the east. At 
least in this part of Ireland the adjustment of the barony data 
was inadequately supported by the kind of topographical 
knowledge which could have been developed either 
through familiarity with a locality or through a close scrut
iny of the recently-published six inches to one mile 
Ordnance Survey maps. Consequently, although both this 
and the near-contemporary choropleth map included with 
the 1841 census repon which is discussed by Freeman 
(1956) provided an 1Dlprecedented cartographic detail on 
Ireland's population disttibution, they nonetheless lacked· 
that perspective on local density variations which might 

MAPS OF POPULATION DISTRIBUTION IN 19TH CENTURY CO. DONEGAL 
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· have proved so pertinent to decision-making during the dis
astrous famine of 1845-47. 

The pioneering venture of the Railway Commission 
was followed by, and possibly stimulated, the innovative 
population maps of the British Isles made by AugustPeter
mann in the late 1840s (Robinson, 1955). In the context of 
maps of Ireland alone, however, the succession to Harness 
is represented by the officially-produced density maps in
cluded with the decennial census reports between 1841 and 
1901. With the exception that up to 1891 the populations of 
towns with over 2000 inhabitants were shown in figures, 
these maps employed a standard choropleth system and 
made no pretence to show density variations within individ
ual data cells. The data cells used initially were somewhat 
vaguely defined as 'districts' (based on barony data), but 
later (from 1881) the maps were based only on the more 
general county mrlts (with no internal differentiation except 
fora binary division of the two largest, Tipperary and Cork). 
Like the 1837 map the shading was related to the rural popu
lation. However, in some contrast to the earlier map, where 
Harness had intended only fom acquatint shades and gave 
no density values for them, the shades of the first census 
maps were based on the fine engraving of parallel lines, 
with the five shades being clearly associated with consist
ent class intervals of 100 over a range from below 100 to 
above 400 (Figures 1B, 1C). 

The approach adopted was described as follows in the 
introduction to the 1841 census report (p. xiv): 

We annex a Map (Plate 1), shaded so as to assist the eye in 
seizing a general view of the comparative density of the rural 
population. The figures muler the towns indicate their popu
lation, and the figures in the body of the map the population 
of the localities within which they are placed. The population 
of the towns has been deducted before taking the aver
ages ••• so that the shading Only exhibits the rural population. 

Comments followed on the possible effect on density 
arising from towns under the 2000 inhabitants level being 
included with the rural population. It was noted that, par
ticularly when two or more towns just under the 2000 level 
were part of the same district, 'the rural population appears 
more dense than it really is' .There was therefore some 
awareness of how the data limitations could be responsible 
for at least part of the inter-district density variation, but it 
was also argued, presumably correctly, that 

These anomalies ... do not disturb the general effect of the 
map, as a graphic representation, and the shading on such 
maps, ought never to be considered in any other light. 

Elsewhere in the introduction to this report the senti-
ment (almost certainly that of Thomas A. l..aJ:com, the 
soldier-scholar then in charge of the Dublin office of the 
Ordnance Survey, and also one of the census commissio
ners) was expressed that 'a census ought to be a Social 
Survey, not a bare Enumeration'. In keeping with that phil
osophy four other maps were included and the report 
contained extensive discussion of economic and social is
sues. Problems in inteipreting population density were also 
reviewed, and a table was included comparing densities cal
culated in relation to tolal area with those measured per 
square mile of arable land. The latter was considered a more 
realistic measure. Co. Donegal, for example, which had the 
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relatively low density of 156 per square mile of tolal area 
and which ranked 30th among counties on this measure, 
ranked 3rd with a density of 472 when population was 
measured per square mile of improved land. The contrast 
was, however, expressed only in tabular form, and it was 
not until the 1930s that a census report gave cartographic 
expression to this perceptive distinction. 

At least as far as maps were concerned, the 1841 cen
sus report set a framework for the rest of the century, with 
all later reports including a population density map. There 
were, however, some modifications. Many more densities 
were shown on the 1851 and 1861 maps (suggesting some 
change in data cell detail which was not explicitly noted in 
the reports), while on later maps some variation is evident 
in the high standards of printing and in spatial detail. Anew 
litho(?) printing method and a new shading system, using 
one colour in addition to black, were introduced from 1871, 
and, as already noted, densities were mapped only for 
county units from 1881. Another development, which re
flected the continuing decline in the population, involved 
the lowering, twice, of the class intervals; by 1901 the main 
inter-county variations could be expressed with five shades 
by using intervals of 2S over a range from 100 & under to 
175 & upwards. 

The last major innovation in this phase of official cen
sus mapping was also associated with the 1901 enquiry. It 
involved the issue as a separate volume, printed in Dublin, 
of the 4 maps and 9 diagrams included with the 1901 cen
sus report. In other words, a kind of mini 'census atlas' was 
produced. The initiative was not repeated, however, and in
deed no maps at all appear to have been included with the 
otherwise very extensive report on the 1911 census. With 
their disappearance an episode in Irish population mapping 
can be said to have ended, the conclusion being all the more 
marked in consequence of the partition of Ireland a decade 
later and the subsequent institution of separate census sys
tems for the Irish Free State (now the Republic of Ireland) 
and Northern Ireland. 

Dasymetric: hybrids or area-shading and isopleths 
As one episode drew to a close, another developed. 

The early private enterprise population mapping of Ireland 
appears not to have responded to the regular stimulus which 
the census imposed on official mapping, and its develop
ment seems to have been much more sporadic. It is 
nonetheless of interest and displays two relatively distinc
tive chamcteristics: the scale of the maps, with Ireland - as 
with Petermann's early initiatives- usually part of a lmger 
map or wider project, and the style, namely the use, espe
cially from the early twentieth century, of a dasymetric 
hybrid of area-shading and isopleth methods. 

Alate nineteenth century example of private enteiprise 
population mappping is to be found in The statistical atlas 
of England, Scotland and Ireland, by G.Philips Bevan, 
which was published in 15 parts during 1881-82. This work 
covered an ambitious range of topics but its cartography 
was relatively primitive, much of it being concerned with 
the placing of relevant statistics in their appropriate geo
graphical positions. The population maps thus displayed, by 
numbers and with the aid of a different colom for each type 
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of unit, the population totals in 1871 and 1881, together with 
the percentage change over the decade, in each province, 
county and parliamentary borough. Data on individual 
areas could therefore be readily inspected, but no impress
ion was given of density variations- either in regard to local 
detail or in relation to wider regional patterns. 

The early twentieth century population maps of Ire
land produced for HJ .Mackinder andJ .G.Bartholomew are 
in sharp contrast to Bevan's work. and mark a return to an 
approach which is cartographically more sophisticated. A 
series of population density maps was included in Mackin
der's famous Britain and the British seas (1902), among 
them (p.302, 2nd edition, 1907) a very small representation 
by B. V. Darbishire of the density of population in Ireland 
in 1901 (Fig.2A). On this a graded sequence of five shades 
was tised to show the main density contrasts, with the class 
intervals being organised in a geometric progression from 
less than 64 through 64-128, 128-256,256-512 to over 512 
persons per square mile. The use of a geometric interval 
system enabled the really high density areas around Dublin 
and Belfast to be displayed at the same time as revealing 
some of the main lower density contrasts in rural areas. The 
representation of the latter contrasts was further promoted 
by the manner in which the shades were distributed, with 
an attempt being made - despite the small size of the final 
map - to show local variations, with some care and in some 
detail, by means of a dasymetric approach. 

MAPS OF POPULATION DISTRIBUTION IN 

20TH CENTURY CO. DONEGAL 

Overall, the map gives the impression of a pragmati
cally-inspired mixture of isopleth and choropleth. Where 
actual density transitions are gentle, as is the case over much 
of the south-east for example, an isopleth-style approach 
appears dominant, with any given shade being immediate
ly juxtaposed by the shade for the next higher or next lower 
density. In contrast, where density changes are in reality 
abrupt (as in Donegal), no attempt is made to follow iso
pleth rules and high density shades abut directly against low 
density as on achoropleth map. Although the approach used 
may be disconcerting to those accustomed to following con
sistent rules and standard systems for map compilation, this 
and other density maps in Mackinder's book appear to offer 
quite effective interpretations of reality. At the very least, 
they provide much more detail - and much more interest -
than either Bevan's work or the standard choropleth maps 
in the 1901 census report. 

Mackinder 's maps are also of interest for their close as
sociation with the style adopted and followed for many 
years by J.G.Bartholomew, the cartographer and atlas 
maker. Bartholomew's work was in fact the source for 
some of the Mackinder maps, and, although his role in its 
compilation is not clear, some of his later population den
sity maps strongly resemble the Mackinder map of Ireland. 
For example, the main differences in the map of popula
tion density in 1911 appearing in An atlas of economic 
geography (1914 ) lay in the use of colour tints, the recog-
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nition of 'uninhabited regions', the depiction of towns with 
over 10,000 inhabitants by point symbols, and the inclusion 
of Ireland as part of a general British Isles map. But the 
geometric interval scale and the basic pattern were nearly 
identical. Although the precise chronology and lineage re
quires further elucidation, it seems possible to claim that 
both the Mackinder and the Bartholomew maps reviewed 
here belong to a distinctive genre of small-scale population 
density maps which had developed, and became especially 
associated with atlas representations, during the early 
1900s. 

Dot maps 
In both parts of Ireland the first census held after par

tition was in 1926, and the authorities in both areas took the 
opportunity to include population maps with ihe subsequent 
reports. In Northern Ireland a single map was included 
showing the density of population in each district electoral 
division. Five density categories, ranging from white 
through three poorly-graded shades of orange dots and lines 
to solid orange, were overprinted on a black outline Ord
nance Survey quarter inch to one mile base. The rather 
ineffective appearance notwithstanding, this map has the 
distinction of being the only population distribution map to 
be published with a Northern Ireland census report. 

In contrast, the early years of the Irish Free State were 
cartographically much more innovative. Initiatives associ
ated with the post-independence circumstances and 
priorities of the new state included the detailed mapping of 
religious affiliations in the 'north of Ireland' and also the 
mapping of the proportion of the population speaking Irish. 
As significant - although perhaps less topical - the census 
was reorganised, with its reporting being radically restruc
tured. Maps were given considerable prominence in the 
general report on the 1926 census (published 1934). The 
twenty statistical maps included two dealing directly with 
population density, both of which were in a sense innova
tive. 

The idea, first expressed in the 1841 report, of measur
ing the density of the rural population per 1000 acres of 
agricultural land was put in map form with the inclusion of 
a line-shaded choropleth map based on data for the 585 dis
pensary districts. This map, which fmally indicated, clearly 
and fairly accurately, the congestion still so marked in parts 
of the west, was preceded and complemented by the only 
map in the report not showing area1 shading. The map of 
the distribution of the rural population has, however, the 
further distinction of being the first use, at least in official 
census reports, of the dot method to show population over 
a large part of Ireland (Fig.2B). Here the base data were the 
populations of the district electoral divisions, and each dot 
represented 100 persons living outside towns of 500 or more 
inhabitants. Some attention was given in the census report 
to the issue of whether the dots should be evenly or other
wise distributed within each D.E.D. However, 'because 
up-to-date blank maps (were) not available indicating the 
distribution of inhabitable land', the dots were distributed 
uniformly within the lowland areas of each D.E.D. As a re
sult the full potential of the dot method, to show localised 
inflections in distribution unconstrained by areal units, was 
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curtailed. Before the method was refmed further, another 
decade was to elapse and the torch of population mapping 
was to pass from official hands to one of the pioneer pro
fessional geographers in Ireland, T.W.Freeman. 

The series of path-making articles on the human geo
graphy of Ireland which Freeman published during his 
thirteen years at Trinity College Dublin included several re
views of population change in western counties- one of his 
earliest studies being of Co. Donegal (Freeman, 1940-41). 
His Irish work culminated in the publication of Ireland: a 
general and regional geography (1950) andPre{aminelre
land (1957), both of which incorporate an extensive range 
of population-related maps. Indeed, the very detailed popu
lation density maps can be regarded as providing a focus, 
as well as an essential continuity, to the lengthy regional 
sections in both books. Different mapping techniques were 
employed in the two works. In Pre{amine Ireland as 
shown in Fig.1D, the dasymetric method with line-shading 
was followed on all but one of the density maps, whereas 
in Ireland dots were used to show population distribution 
on the regional maps and a line-shaded dasymetric map was 
used only for showing the countrywide density variation. 
With both approaches, however, an unprecedented level of 
consistent spatial detail was achieved because, as well as 
basing his maps on small-sized data cells (parishes for 1841 
and district electoral divisions for 1936), Freeman at
tempted to take account of the principal density variations 
within each cell. As described in Pre{amine Ireland 
(pp.316-317), account was taken of the uninhabited peat

bog and uplands and of the position of towns and villages. 
In Ireland the recognition of the same influences allowed 
the creation of dot maps for 1936 (and, later in the third edi
tion (1965) of the book, for 1961) where each dot 
represented the very low number of 25 persons (Fig.2C). 
As a result, the abrupt local density changes of western 
areas were exposed more skilfully and more comprehens
ively than ever before. 

Four decades after their initial compilation, Freeman's 
density maps stand clearly as a milestone in Irish popula
tion mapping. Their detail has been paralleled only once, 
in the dot map of the distribution of population in 1971 in
cluded with the Atlas of Ireland (1978). On this map, which 
was at the relatively large scale of 1:1,000,000 and was 
compiled within the Trinity College Dublin Geography De
partment, each dot again represented 25 persons in rural 
areas, with proportional circles being used for urban popu
lations. The placing of dots was 'guided by the pattern of 
settlement as represented on the 1:250,000 Ordnance Sur
vey maps', and advantage was taken of the atlas being in 
colour to show relief variation by brown-tinted layer- shad
ing. The result was the most detailed single map of the 
whole country to show population distribution by dots. In 
Donegal (Fig.2D) the pattern portrayed is, not surprisingly, 
similar to that of Freeman, although careful comparison 
shows some local contrasts (e.g. in the east) which cannot 
be wholly explained by population changes between 1936 
and 1971; irrespective of the fineness of the detail variations 
in skill and interpretation seem destined to account for some 
of the contrast 
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Later area-shaded maps 

Some other examples of the approaches taken in recent 
decades to mapping population distribution are shown in 
Figures 2E to 21, and in Figure 3. Reflecting the overall 
balance, the majority of these are choropleth-type area
shaded maps, but each example illusttates a variation in 
emphasis. 

The fJISt major attempt to extend Freeman's work was 
made in the mid-1960s when a selection of population maps 
for the British Isles was produced, as the basis for a pro
posed census atlas, by members of the Population 
Geography Studies Group of the Institute of British Geo
graphers (IBG,1968). The map produced by F.H.A.Aalen 
for the Encyclopaedia of Ireland (1968) was developed 
from this work, and consisted of a standard choropleth map 
based on D.E.Ds (Fig.2E). Its compilation involved great 
effort, but its effectiveness was curtailed by the use of the 
class intervals employed by the British Ordnance Survey 
for their map of population density in 1951. Whatever its 
justification may have been in the wider context, the use of 
a single class to cover the range 50 to 400 persons per square 
mile was of limited value for Ireland alone as the popula
tion across almost half the island is distributed within this 
density range. As a result the potential afforded by the 
D.E.D data units to display local density variations was 
greatly reduced, and it can be readily argued that the output 
result was scarcely commensurate with the input effort. 

The grid square maps shown in Figures 2F and 2G are 
also based on D.E.D census data, in this instance for 1971. 
Like the dasymetric maps described earlier, their produc
tion involved adjustments to take account of the main 
density variations within each input data cell, but in ~ in
stance the final output is displayed for cell units of uniform 
size and shape. For Figures 2F and 2G, the data for each of 
the 3300 D.E.Ds and wards in the Republic and for each of 
the 520 wards in Northern Ireland have been reallocated to 
967 square data cells each of side lOkm. This reallocation 
was undettaken as the preliminary stage in a project to re
view the distribution of population, in relation to the 
identification of 'optimum'locations for major service fa
cilities and in relation to the potential hinterland 
populations in different parts of the country (Homer, 
1979,1980,1982 ). It was necessary because, in conttast to 
the U.K., the census results for 1971 in the Republic were 
not made available for grid squares. 

Data cells of side lOkm were used because this is the 
fmest mesh which can be justified with D.E.D input data. 
Reassignments were made in conjunction with ·the 
1:250,000 Ordnance Survey topographic maps and the cen
sus tables on town and village populations. Account was 
thereby taken of thickly and thinly inhabited areas within 
each D.E.D. The result of the reallocation was the data net 
with cells of uniform size and shape. This format was es
pecially easy to manipulate by computer, furthermore, 
because the cells boundaries were coincident with the 10km 
squares of the Irish Grid, there was the additional attraction 
that population data organised in this way might be related 
to similarly organised environmental data. 
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A consequence of the uniform cells is that the popula
tion totals for each cell are also density values - the 
population per 100 square kilometres. That particularly 
basic distribution map where the populations in each cell 
are shown simply by numbers is therefore in this instance 
also a density map. It is also arguably one of the most exact 
of all such maps because, notwithstanding their reallocation 
and their aggregate nature, the raw data have not been fur
ther generalised However, as Figure 2F demonsttates, the 
cartographic impact is limited. Most map-readers must ex
perience an immediate number dazzle, and would no doubt 
readily exchange the potential exactness of this repre
sentation for the intelligibility of the more generalised 
conventional area-shaded map (Figure 2G). 

In some conttast are the maps shown in Figures 2H and 
21, both of which illusttate problems arising from the use of 
the larger Rural District data cells (with, in these instances, 
all cells for urban areas being incorporated into adjacent 
rural units). Figure 2H is in the ttadition of the map in the 
1926 census repon and some of Freeman's work, and dis
plays densities related to improved land, i.e. the main 
uninhabited areas are excluded. Only the rural population 
(those living outside places with over 250 inhabitants) is 
considered. The approach has a panicular impact on areas 
with extensive upland such as west Donegal. When related 
to improved land, the densities in the north and west of the 
county appear highest The northwestern district of Dunfa
naghy has a density of 85 persons per sq.km of improved 
land, whereas the density in relation to the total area is less 
than 20. Figure 21 shows the effect of using the latter ratio, 
with the western districts now appearing to have the lower 
densities. 

Figure 21 comes from a map prepared as part of the 
most comprehensive 'census atlas' ever produced in Ire
land, a volume which contains over 200 
computer-generated maps covering a wide variety of popu
lation-related topics. Unlike Paul A. Compton's Nonhern 
Ireland- a census atlas (1978), the pioneer example related 
to Ireland of the use of computer-assisted cartography to 
produce large numbers of population maps, the atlas pre
pared by Homer et al. (1987) employs up to four colours 
and deals wherever possible with the entire island. For Ire
land as a whole the density map (for which green density 
shades are used in conjunction with black for the outline 
and for lettering) shows the main distribution contrasts fair
ly clearly. However, partly because of the size of the data 
cells, partly because density was based on total area and not 
on improved land, and partly because a standardised ap
proach was adopted throughout the atlas to shading and (in 
general) to class intervals, this map is, at best, no more ef
fective than the first population map of 1837 in the task of 
showing up the local density variations which are so marked 
in western areas. 

Isoline generalisations 
Figure 3 is a reminder that the mapping of population 

distribution can involve other approaches besides the pon
rayal of local density variations. In particular it may be 
fruitful to depict those more general properties of a distribu
tion which are not readily perceived from most choropleth 
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or dot maps. Three examples from the very small body of 
lreland-oriented literature devoted to the identification of 
more general trends are the work ofWaterman (1969), Fer
guson (1981) and Homer (1982). Whereas the first-named 
was concerned primarily with the application of geostatis
tical techniques to Ireland and showed how the centre of 
gravity of the population had shifted north-eastwards be
tween 1841 and 1966, the latter two writers used a grid 
square data set of the type described above, in conjunction 
with a Swedish-developed computer program, to review 
'potential hinterland populations'. While Ferguson took an 
historical perspective and explored this aspect of popula
tion distribution in relation to 1841, Homer used isoline 
maps to show how in 1971 thepopulations to be found with
in specified radii (30,60,100 and 200km) varied across the 
country, and to indicate how this variation was affected if 
Ireland was considered as a unit or as two parts, the Repub
lic and Northern Ireland Such maps help highlight an issue 

only indirectly evident from a map of local density vari
ations, namely the particular problems of some areas along 
the inter-state border, and of the more remote areas gener
ally, in fmding the local support populations for many types 
of service. For example, whereas a population of at least 
100,000 can be found within a 30km radius of most places 
in the north and east (with over 750,000 in the Belfast and 
Dublin areas), less than 25,000· can be found inside this 
radius in west Donegal and along other parts of the west 
coast (Figure 3A). In east Donegal, the population avail
able at this radius varies, from around 50,000 if only the 
population of the Republic is considered to over 80,000, and 
in places more than 100,000, when Northern Ireland is also 
taken into account (Figure 3B). The possible impact of the 
inter-state border on potential support populations is thus 
evident, something much less readily revealed with more 
conventional population distribution maps. 

MAPS OF POPULATION AVAILABLE WITHIN A 30 KM. RADIUS IN 1971 

A. Taking the Re'public 

on its own 

B. Taking the Republic 

and N.lreland together 

C. Additional population as a result 

of taking Ireland as a unit 

0 KM 100 

Source : Homer, 1982 
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Conclusion 
Robinson et al. (1984, especially pp.124-135)- among 

others - have pointed out in a wider context that the creation 
of any map poses a series of generalisation issues. Scale of 
output, the spatial resolution of the input data, the technique 
used and the cartographer's objectives all influence the final 
presentation of a map. From the discussion presented 
above it should be evident that over the last 150 years these 
factors have been mixed in a variety of ways, and with va
rying effect, in the recurrent task of mapping Ireland's 
population distribution. The intractable aspect of the task 
should be evident also, with accuracy in detail usually being 
traded against intelligibity and convenience of compilation. 

A conclusion given to a brief speculation on the future 
cannot be resisted. It is scarcely realistic to take a 150 year 
perspective, but some comments can be offered on the next 
twenty to fifty years. In particular a move seems likely to
ward the provision of population data for finer, and possibly 
more flexible, levels of spatial resolution. Such a move is 
already evident in Northern Ireland with the reporting of the 
1971 census for grid squares, and it has been initiated in the 
Republic with an increase in the subdivision of the main 
urban areas for the 1986 census. Any provision of grid 
square data for the latter area may be curtailed by the seri
ously incomplete rural coverage of large-scale Ordnance 
Survey maps calibrated with the Irish Grid, but this prob
lem is scarcely so great that it will hold up another 
seemingly near-inevitable development, namely the man
ipulation of spatial population data with growing flexibility 
by means of computer-assisted cartography operated with
in the wider environment of geographical information 
systems, artificial intelligence and knowledge-based expert 
systems. The more profound implications of these devel
opments are beyond the immediate comprehension of the 
present writer. On a more prosaic level, however, can one 
speculate that, as cartographers are relieved of the tedium 
of compilation, there may be a new interest in dot maps as 
potentially highly accurate representations of population 
distribution? Likewise, there may be a new espousal of iso
pleth maps - so long undervalued by those mapping 
Ireland's population distribution - as a means of displaying 
statistical surfaces freed from, quite literally, the boundary 
limitations of the choropleth map. 
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