
CARTOGRAPHIC DESIGN DOES NOT EXIST (and never has) I 
Alan Collinson 

Once upon a time many years ago the leading pyramid 
builder of the Swnerian Fmpire organised a Busmans Holi
day to Egypt. Being well connected and of some 
ambassadorial importance the young man was given an 
audience with the Lord High Pyramid B uilderofEgypt. The 
kindly old gentleman took his young guest under his wing 
and during an intensive tour of Thebes and Cheops he 
revealed the secrets of the ancient-;. The young man was 
amazed at what he saw and made notes on everything in his 
fllofax. At the end of the tour, as the setting sun cast the last 
rays of light on the most magnificent of them all, the Great 
Pyramid ito;elf, the Lord High Pyramid Builder of Egypt 
could not help the smile of intense satisfaction which spread 
over his face as he turned to go back into his throne room. 

"Kid, can we build pyramids or can we build pyramids, eh!" 

"Most learned master" replied the young man taking out his 
fllofax and opening it. "You have shown me things of which 
dreams are made, secrets not shown to any other man". 

"It was nothing kid, have you got it all down in your little 
book?" 

"Yes master, every detail. There i.; one thing though, I 
hardly like to mention it. 

"No, by all means, ao;k away" said the old man, sitting upon 
the throne. 

"Well, if you don't mind me saying so but, well, ......... your 
pyramids" 

"Yes boy" 

"Well, they've all the same" 

"What do you mean my prescious? All the same". 

"Excuse me, but what I mean to say is that they've all got 
four sides". 

There was a short silence before the old man replied. "That 
my son is the nature of pyramids" 

"Yes, I'm sure in the normal run of pyramids, but look here" 
he said holding out the book for him to see. "I drew this one 
with three sides. Pretty cool eh!" 

"My dear little sunshine", replied the Lord High Pyramid 
Builder of Egypt, "I don't think you understand, pyramids 
have four sides not three". 

"Oh, OK". said the young man. Then there was a pause. 
"How about five?" 

"Five, what nonsense is this child? Pyramids have four 
sides, not three, not five or any other number. The number 
of the sides is four and four only". 
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The young man waited a moment before saying anything 
else, then he looked up into the old mans face and smiled. 
"Sorry my lord, please excuse my ignorance in these mat
ters. I accept your wisdom and wise council... ..... Perhaps I 
might raise another matter" 

"It's not about sides is it?" 

"Oh no sir something entirely different". 

"Then ask your question" said the elder man regaining some 
of his composure. 

"Well, one thing has puzzled me, all your pyramids .......... . 
have a point at the top. 

The Lord High Pyramid Builder of Egypt looked to the sky 
in amazement 

"Give me strength." he cried. "Of course all pyramids have 
a point at the top, it's what happens when the sides come 
together. Foolish boy." 

"But sire, if you turn over the page, I've got one with a nice 
rounded top, so much more friendly don't you think?" 

"Jumping Jehosaphat", screamed the Egyptian, "This is 
madness, guards, take him away. 

"But my lord, how about a star then? And look, on this page, 
this one has a ball on the top!' 

"GUARDS, TAKEHIMAWAY!" 

"Mercy my lord, have mercy upon me", cried the youth 
realising he had gone too far. "I am but an ignorant youth". 

"Very well, I will make allowances, just this once, but no 
more questions about sides or points. Understood?" 

"Indeed my lord, just one more question then, ........ the last 
I assure you". 

"Go on then. But this is the last" 

"Yes, most holy one, the last.. .... I couldn't help noticing, 
all of them are white" 

"WHAT!" 

"All of them are white!" 

"Of course they're white you idiot", falling off his throne in 
a fit of apoplexy. "They're made of limestone boy, and 
limestone is white". 

"But sir" said the young man his youthful boldness getting 
the better of him once again. Holding the book aloft, his 
enthusiasm bubbled over, "But I've got a blue one your 
magnificence, and look here on the next page, this is the 
best one of all. One with a flower on the side, 500 cubits 
high, you'll see it for miles." 

As the pages of the young man<; filofax floated in the wind 
and settled finally on the waters of the Nile, the Lord High 
Pyramid Builder of all Egypt looked down at the young man 
in chains before him. 

"My son", he said, with a condescending smile, "All pyra
mids have four sides, all pyramids have a point at the top, 
all pyramid-; are white." 

3 



All maps have borders, all maps have north at the top, 
all maps have white backgrounds. They are all the same. 

But someone out there has a fllofax, perhaps we ought to 
look inside. 

THE PROPOSITION 
Any discussion of map design in the electronic world is 
somewhat premature because the subject of cartographic 
design does not exist as an independent area of study or of 
professional activity. 

The ba<;is for the proposition is fourfold:-
!. There is no single professional anywhere in the 
world who earns a living solely designing maps. 
2. There is no reference to cartography or the subject 
of map design in any bibliography or encyclopedia of 
design. 
3. The fundamental principles of specifically map de
sign have never been laid down. 
4. The stereotyped nature of extant map work is evi
dence of the absence of design as a force in cartography. 

The first two statements are capable of being refuted on 
factual grounds, but my own enquiries lead me to believe 
in their truth. However even if there are isolated instances 
the general principle holds that cartographic design hao.; no 
distinction as a professional subject 

On the question of design principles most wrifers on 
the subject merely restate the tenets of general design with 
the word cartography thrown in occao.;ionally for good 
measure. On the few occao.;ions when a serious attempt has 
been made the academic language used makes them incom
prehensible to the ordinary artisan cartographer. 

The last point io.; beyond question. Get any group of 
fao.;hion designers together and they will argue the merits or 
otherwise of their creation-;, ad nauseum. Even the cao.;ual 
observer will weary at the variety and individuality of the 
products they display. In contra'itmaps are like pyramids, 
they are all the same. Placeanynumberofthem side by side 
and you will have difficulty distinguishing between them. 
Where there are designers there is diversity, there is style, 
and there is individuality. All the features lacking in car
tography today. 

It is therefore reao.;onable for a practicing cartographer 
to ao.;k why this state of affairs has arisen. 

THE PROBLEM 

1. The complexities and limitations of the craft have 
crippled the art and technology of the subject. 

For hundreds of years the practice of cartography has been 
dominated by its craft element. This has been both its 
salvation and its downfall. Other disciplines have always 
eyed our subject jealously and cartographers have lost count 
of the number of times they have had to 'repel boarders' as 
first one group then another tried to take them over. The 
argument io.; always the same. Cartography is merely a 
branch of another discipline. Fortunately each time this has 
happened the craft has held tinn because however much 
these disciplines wanted cartography under their wing our 

4 

subject was safe in the knowledge that the way maps were 
produced, the manipulative element, would not only deter
mine what maps looked like but also how that production 
was administered. Even today cartographers are reassured 
that the most important aspects of the subject are those 
which cannot be automated Because of the laborious way 
in which maps were made most predatory parvenu's be
came impatient and wandered off to other conquest<;. 

However the resilience of the subject was also its 
weakest feature. The labour intensity of it meant that change 
from within was stifled as soon as it wao; mooted. Design 
c<mes in a flash of inspiration, it must move quickly to the 
canvas before the spark dies, but cartography wao; so slow, 
so expensive a commodity that unless change was no more 
than minor tinkering then it was written out of the equation. 
For example one or two maps you can buy today were 
initially drawn more than a hundred years ago. The ability 
to respond to the needs of the user was none existent. This 
is not the fault of the cartographer but of the subject and its 
means of production. 

It pains me to say it because I have spent most of my 
life as a bumble 'hands on' cartographer who served his 
apprenticeship on the drawing board, but the craft crippled 
the art and the technology. It could not be any other way 
when you com;ider it took me ten years to learn how to draw 
two perfect parallel lines. Such dominance of the craft was 
bound to have unfortunate consequences, namely an incred
ible conservatism. 

2. Most of those directing the future of cartography 
have never drawn a map. 

There is probably nothing I can add to this statement. Some 
elderly managers may well object if their memory is long 
enough but this statement is becoming more true a<; each 
day passes. 

I wao.; in the middle of giving a demonstration a little 
while ago when one of those watching gave out a gasp of 
amazement as I c<mpleted some simple tao.;k. 

"You know! I have taught that for years but never 
actually seen it done" 

Cartographers have been taught. and are increasingly 
being taught and directed by those whose grasp of the 
essence of the su~ject is second hand. This may be fine in 
scientific subjecto.; but cartography is more than this. 

Cartography has three facets, the academic, the tech
nological and the artistic, and the greatest of these three is 
the art. The only way to learn how to play a guitar is to play 
a guitar. The only way to learn how to draw maps is to draw 
maps, day in day out, year after year. All the booko.; in the 
world will never give you that moment of ecstacy which 
must have been felt by Monet and Van Gough a<; they 
touched the canvas with their paint. or Hendrix and Malm
steen ao; they played their guitars. Equally the skill of 
cartography io; gained by drawing maps whether on tablets 
of stone or digital interfaces. 

Unfortunately, because of the careers led by those who 
hold the future of cartography in their hand-;, most carto
graphic houses would consider the employment of of a map 
designer as a wao.;te of money. 
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3. If we have editors and cartographers, who needs 
designers? 

In the rare instances where any planning at all is put into 
map production the functioos of design are poorly served. 
The gathering and ordering of geographic material is an 
essential part of cartographic practice. But a distinction 
must be made between the skills of the designer, the cartog
rapher and the editor. It may be argued that these skills 
:mould continue ~o be one in the same but it can be equally, 
If !l~t ~ore forcibly, argued that the absence of diversity, 
ongmality, house style suggest that the system a-; it stands 
is not working. The distinction between them is quite 
simple and is based on the cartographic precept of CON
CE~ BEFORE COMPILATION. The functions of map 
design straddle those of the editor, and precede that of 
production .. It is design which develops the concept of a 
map. Drawing from understandings of perception and and 
need a concept will arise which demands a cartographic 
solution. The infonnation which is then required is laid out 
by the designer and then gathered and ordered by the editor. 
Cartographic design then detennines the method-; and tech
niques of portrayal which will fulfil the concept efficiently. 
The cartographer then makes the map. 

Sadly for the profession of cartography most publish
ing houses see map compilatioo as taking up the lions share 
of the map developing process and often start map produc
tion as soon as the material ha-; been edited. This i-; what 
may be called the profession of COGRAPHY, which is 
cartography with the ART t:"lk:en out of it. The art of the 
professioo of cartography is what makes maps readable. 
And even the most ardent apologist for cartography must 
accept that to the general public most maps today are 
considered unread.:'lble. 

THE SOLUTION 
Steinbeck tell-; a story of prehistoric man, a particularly 
stupid creature, so stupid that he wa-; often faced with the 
immanent extinction of his species. But Steinbeck's moral 
was that stupid though mru1 may be, when the chips are 
down he is not that stupid 

The problem for cartography io; significant and poten
tially catastrophic, but much of the solution is already at 
hand, and cartographers are not stupid, (well, most of them 
anyway). 

The craft of cartography, now obsolescent, must no 
longer dominate the art of making maps. 

In our lifetime we have seen the demise of the craft skills 
of cartography. We have finally reached a stage where the 
manipulative elements of mapping have been overshad
owed and within the next few years will be almost none 
existent. Many cartographers have spent half their lives 
learning how to do something nobody want-; anymore. You 
may judge my age from the fact that when I started my 
career we hand lettered onto zinc plates. And then came the 
revolution, somebody invented Letra-;et. Still more labori
?us hours wasted drawing lines to perfection with pen and 
mk and then some fool invents scribing. Having finally over 
come the trauma and ma-;tered a myriad of new skills, a 
cardboard box arrives on the doorstep and inside is a Apple 
Mac. et al. 
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None of these changes should be a source of regret. As 
described above it was these very processes which held 
back our profession. Whilst we were labouring for years to 
overcome the manipulative limitations of cartography the 
essence of the subject could not flower. This is no looger 
the case. 

The cartographer can now draw directly in colour each 
~~ ponent judged directly for its position in the hierarchy, 
Its mfluence on the balance of the work assessed immedi
ately rather than having to wait month for a colour proof to 
see what it looked like. We are only limited now by our 
imagination, it is just that after over a hundred years in a 
straight jacket we do not have much imaginatioo left. The 
message to cartography is "Forget everything you ever 
learned and start again." 

The subject must no longer be held back by its past, no 
matter how illustrious it may seem. The future will be better 
than the pa<>t ever wa<>. 

A separate profession, distinct from editing, must arise 
whose sole subject is map design. 

It is difficult to explain to the average person in the super
market how much design influences their decisions as to 
what to buy. It is hard to believe that Coca Cola is merely 
sugared water and ha-; virtually no taste, and yet we are 
influenced to buy it in large quantities. The logo, a world
wide pattern of recognition, makes the mouth water just to 
look at it. Thi-; is the power of design and its associated 
marketing. But cartographic design should do far more than 
influence the packaging. Maps are more than items on a 
supermarket shelf. Cartographic design involves those 
processes whereby the user visuali<>es geographical rela
tionships, and because the understanding of these skills is 
not a common one then in the first in<>tance map designers 
must be first and foremost practicing cartographers. How
ever because of the dearth of desi!,rn consciousness in the 
cartographic field most of their initial precepts will come 
from other fields. These principles must then be re-evalu
ated in the light of the rules of perception which govern 
spatial data. Perhaps a time will come when cartography 
will welcome into its mid-;tdesigners from many field-; who 
will bring with them the breath of fresh air our subject so 
badly needs. 

The fundamental principles of map design must he laid 
down. 

One of the first tao;ks of this new profession should be to lay 
down fundamental principles ao; a guide to others. Many 
concept<; cannot be described, they have to be lived, but a 
great service could be done to our profession if someone 
would finally apply their mind to the subject. Not that the 
object of the exercise is to frame principles which can be 
used to create an expert !>ystem. and then automated for ever 
more. Expert !>ystems for design are merely figments of 
crazed imaginations. The computer has not been designed 
that can even kern two letters properly so what chance has 
it of grasping the interrelationship between a myriad of 
smudges on a piece of paper. A principle of equal visual 
space is without meaning to a series of electrical impulses. 
Squiggle, Squiggle; Squoggle, Squoggle, as the philoso
phers say. 
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Just as the essence of cartography cannot be autm1ated 
likewise with its principles. 

• Concept before Compilation 

• Maximum infonnation at minimum mental cost 

• Hierarchy of display 

• The relationship between function and image 

• Design moving in the direction of simplicity 

• Negative and positive figure ground relationship 

• The visualjudgementofnecessity. (Ifitlooksright 
it is right) 

• Clarity plus one dot equals clutter 

None of these principles can be autm1ated yet they 
cm1prise a small part of the essence of that subject we 
distinguish a." cartography. 

CONCLUSION 

Most maps are like pyramids, they are all the same. 

Unreadable and boring. 

It need not he so. 
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LANDFILL NEAR MISS! 

A red-faced Ontario government minister was at pains 
to respond to Opposition questions, when asked why, after 
spending almost $25 million on new maps, surveys, and 
aerial photographs, a team of environmental engineers sent 
to drill exploratory bore-holes on the prospective 350 hec
tare site for a new sanitary landfill, near Toronto, couldn't 
even fmd it Instead, they drilled their holes on a neighbour
ing private property, missing their assigned target by at least 
300metres. 

From a CBC news report 
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