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As the profession of cartography prepares to enter the 21st-century, the emphasis placed on map design 
appears to be in serious decline. The author contends that today's cartographic entrant often lacks this 
fundamental skill, and that this trend will inevitably lead to utilitarian maps and safe, uninspiring 
delineation. 

The Importance of Design 

The crucial test of any map is its ability to communicate 
effectively. When a map is said to have failed in this respect, 
the resulting postmortem will most often lay the blame, not 
on the accuracy of the data nor the craftsmanship of the 
cartographer, but squarely at the door of poor design. De
sign is the most difficult of skills to teach, and the most 
important to learn. 

Design can be loosely defined as being the organization 
of graphic elements within a space whose dimensions are 
finite. The objective of cartographic design is to represent 
data, either qualitative or quantitative, in a manner which 
can be readily understood by the reader. 

The cartographer's dilemma, with respect to design, is 
that he or she is often confronted with a vast array of 
variable combinations. Lines, type, symbols, tones, tex
tures, hues and, perhaps, statistical data, must all be brought 
together to form a cohesive image. Add to these elements 
the fixed parameters of sheet size and scale, and the problem 
becomes so complex that it can often only be solved by a 
series of measured compromises. It is the cartographer's 
task to take this melange, this superfluity of information and 
skillfully present it in a meaningful graphic form. The skill 
that is required is design, and good design skills must be 
cultivated through study and practice. 

Illusion and Communication 

We often confuse aesthetics with good map design. 
Certainly an attractive cartographic product is pleasant to 
behold, but it must also be functional; communicating ef
fortlessly with the reader. It must convey the necessary 
information in a clear, straightforward manner. It should be 
simple, uncluttered, legible and unambiguous. 

Repetition is a valuable ally of the cartographic de
signer. The repetitive use of symbols, for example, enables 
us to recognize many map features without recourse to a 
legend. Such symbols have become loose conventions that 
can be used as a framework for communication. 

The ability to communicate in a graphic form, like so 
many other creative processes, is partly intuitive and partly 
learned. It demands that strictly objective factors, such as 
the width of lines, the size of symbols and the placement of 
type, be carefully balanced with subjective considerations 
like clarity, balance, harmony and, yes, aesthetics. Occa
sionally the solution to a cartographic problem will be 
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immediately apparent. Though more often it will require a 
compromise. While there are a few conventions in carto
graphic design, there are in fact no hard-and-fast rules. 
What rules there are, are merely guidelines to alert the 
unwary from straying too far into the world of abstraction. 

Map design has much in common with illusion. A 
cartographer must take a piece of our real world, scale it 
down many hundreds or thousands of times, reduce high
ways and rivers to the thickness of an inked, scribed or 
computer-generated line, work magic with symbols and 
patterns, tactfully add labels where they are required, yet 
somehow still preserve the illusion of terrestrial reality. It 
is no easy task. 

Art or Science? 

The question often arises as to whether cartography is 
a technical or a pictorial art. Much has been written about 
the subject and the debate within factions of the profession 
seems endless. The great Swiss cartographer Eduard 
Imhof (1895-1986) expressed a popular sentiment when he 
wrote: " ... Artistic talent and aesthetic feeling, the sense of 
proportion and harmony of colour and form are indispens
able in the production of a beautiful - and by this I mean an 
easy to read and expressive map. Theoretical cartography 
is thus a technical science with a strong artistic trend." 

The science of cartography is rooted in mathematics, 
governed by geometry and scale. The art of cartography is 
similarly governed, but by the geometry and dimensions of 
the printed page, the proportions of symbols and type, and 
the value of percentage tints. 

The making of a map is a highly selective process. The 
degree of generalization or the emphasis placed on any 
particular feature are decisions made by the cartographer at 
the time of preparation and are governed by the ultimate 
purpose of the map. It would be virtually impossible to 
produce a "perfect" map. Even if it could be done, who 
would there be to judge it? For each map user might 
interpret the information it contained in an entirely different 
way. Clearly the best that a cartographer can ever hope to 
achieve is to present an abstraction of geographic reality, in 
a systematic manner, following the general rules of carto
graphic convention without becoming handcuffed by them, 
and conveying the necessary information in a way that 
preserves graphic harmony and integrity. 

Design in the Computer Age 

The computer age, while facilitating the easy prepara
tion, revision and updating of maps, has done nothing for 
their design. Rather the reverse has happened. When maps 
were habitually produced by manual methods - each line 
etched or drawn with consummate precision; each name 
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placed according to a precise and innate sense oflogic; each 
symbol an essential part of the whole - they lent validity to 
Eduard Imhof's assertion that "artistic talent and aesthetic 
feeling" were indispensable elements in the production of 
any worthwhile map. Computers have dehumanized carto
graphy to a startling degree, reducing art to science almost 
overnight. While new entrants to the profession soon seem 
to master the technical skills needed for computer graphics, 
the nuances and subtleties of cartographic design seem 
increasingly to be a lost art. Excessive generalization is 
accepted as the inevitable price of progress, type fonts are 
limited by cost and printer compatibility, screens and pat
terns by their availability. It is cartography by compromise 
rather than design. 

One need only peruse the wonderful English county 
maps of Christopher Saxton (1542 - 1606), John Speed 
(1552 - 1629), and Richard Blome (1660 - 1705) or the 
North American masterpieces of Venetian cartographer 
Antonio Zatta (1757 - 1797), replete with muted colours, 
distinctive yet legible lettering, and bold, stylized depic
tions of relief, to appreciate fully the aesthetic legacy that 
early cartographers bestowed upon us. These are beautiful 
maps, yet they are functional, expressive and easily read. 

The Decline into Mediocrity 

The maps of the 20th-century have become increasing
ly utilitarian and, to a great extent, entirely devoid of 
character. This can be largely blamed upon the development 
of "modern" techniques: scribing, typesetting, photo
graphy, and the computer. As the process of map-making 
became faster, simpler and more cost-efficient, aesthetics 
soon began to take a back-seat and design became a matter 
of safe, uninspiring delineation. 

Examples of cartography's wholesale decline into me
diocrity are all around us. Pick up any commercial road map 
and compare it with another, or any modem atlas with its 
neighbour. The striking similarities, which are surely no 
accident, simply provide more evidence that the age of 
homogeneity and mass-production has arrived. 

Although design has always been a neglected facet of 
cartographic education, it was in the past somewhat ame
liorated by the fact that many of those entering the 
profession had both an artistic bent and an instinctive talent 
for design. Today's cartographic entrant, however, being the 
product of an electronic world, often lacks this fundamental 
skill. Cartography in the 21st-century seems certain to 
follow the well-trodden path laid down in the last five 
decades of technological change. As more and more maps 
are produced digitally, design skills will inevitably continue 
to diminish and aesthetics will no longer be in the vocabu
lary of the map-maker. At that point, I fear, map design will 
become a lost art. 
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