
The Future of the Cartographer and
Cartographic Design
Over the last decade, a hotly debated subject is the ongoing

relevance of the cartographer and the future role of

cartographic design. ‘No-one really knows what’s coming,

or if the cartographer is soon to be listed alongside

“cooper” and “cartwright” in the tally of occupations of

yesteryear’ (Huffman, 2013). Huffman goes on to suggest

that cartography is not dead, just in need of ‘thoughtful

redefinition’. Kent (2013) backs this argument when he

suggests that ‘with the development of survey and the

availability of secondary data sources, this may imply that

the role of the cartographer has become increasingly

focussed on effective presentation of geographical

information, which requires the application of sound

aesthetic judgement’. 

Woodruff (2012) asserts that ‘Cartographic expertise

is, in essence, knowing the right way to represent

geographic phenomena and data for analytical or various

other purposes, and understanding of all stages of the

mapping process, not simply knowing how to swoop in at

the end and make a map pretty’. According to Field et al.
(2011), ‘Visual communication is more effective when

deliberate aesthetic and cognitive choices are made to

support the intended goal. 

This article chimes with the central conclusion of the

debate, i.e. in today’s world of increased access to location

information, there is significant value in a skilled

cartographer and their ability to source, select and blend

the right information into an effective palette of

communication. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF CARTOGRAPHIC DESIGN TO THE
COMMERCIAL SUCCESS OF THE MAP
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Abstract
In an age where we face the dichotomy of high and increasing use of geography yet decreasing spatial
cognizance and geographical knowledge, how important is cartographic design and its principles to the
creation of a successful map? Through Collins Bartholomew business examples, this article
demonstrates the relevance and vital nature of cartographic design and its principles in today’s world. 

Figure 1 The World’s Endangered Languages (Collins Bartholomew © 2014)
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Some reports state that as much as 80 per cent of

information circulating in the world is related to spatial

location (Petrovic et al., 2011). Greater access to location

data, more accessible tools and easier to use interfaces

have led to a plethora of map use and creations. It is

increasingly difficult for the layperson to find and interpret

the information they are looking for and equally

challenging for them to communicate that information

effectively in a definitive map. Enter the skilled

cartographer, the person who is not just the individual with

the ability to create beautiful images, but the one who can

blend art with science to create an authoritative view by

selecting the right information, producing with accuracy

and the right level of detail for the scale at which the map

is shown, and, crucially, with enough understanding of the

needs of the customer and the understanding of the end

consumer to master the right design and impart the

knowledge that the map needs to give through this design.

The science is intrinsically linked to the art within the

successful map.

Figure 1 is a world map of endangered languages

generated by Collins Bartholomew using data from the

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organization) Endangered Languages Unit. The

aim of this map is to get across to the audience the pattern

of geographical distribution and the impression of

location of each of the endangered categories. By

dropping the background to black and grey and by using a

spectrum of vibrant colours for the locations you can

instantly see the concentrations and the remaining centres

of diversity.

The History and Design Credentials of the
Times Atlas
The Times Atlas has many aspects of design woven into the

product. First, let us consider the format. Like other works

of its time, the first edition of the Times Atlas, published in

1885, came in various formats. The work was issued in 15

weekly parts, each available at one shilling, or it could be

bound in one of two forms: in cloth at twenty-two shillings

and sixpence, or in cloth with gilt edges for twenty-three

shillings and sixpence. It was therefore delivered in

affordable and accessible formats for the audience. The
Times Survey Atlas of the 1920s came out in 37 fortnightly

parts. The atlas’s format and design were determined by

market demand and reach. If we fast-forward to the

present, a similar picture emerges. The core format is a

single volume; the audience may select to have a more

bespoke edition created by Collins Bartholomew in terms

of a limited or business edition, or the atlas content can be

seen on their tablet or phone in the Atlas by Collins app. 

In the late 1990s, the transition from conventional to

digital workflows enabled the atlas to be redesigned from

scratch, presenting the Times Atlas team with a significant

design challenge. Over the Times Atlas’s 120-year history,

there are strong elements in the design that are intrinsic to

audience acceptance and recognition, and which were vital

components that Collins Bartholomew needed to keep

alive in the digitally-created edition: the layer colouring,

the volume of names, the symbology, and the thematic

content. 

Consider the layer colouring. John Bartholomew

presented the new design concept of layer colouring at the

Paris Exhibition of 1878 (see Gardiner, 1976: 25). It did
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Figure 2 The Times Survey Atlas of the World (1920)
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not receive a warm reception, but Bartholomew persisted

with this concept as it was a means of giving the audience

an immediate sense of the topography. This heritage

design underpins the Times Atlas from the 1920s through

to today, and has become part of the brand stamp of both

Collins Bartholomew and the Times Atlas. 

Figures 4 and 5 illustrate how, to the lay person, the

digitally-produced Times Atlas sustains the look and feel

of the conventional version but enables the audience to get

up-to-date mapping for today’s market and keeps the atlas

viable. The ‘look and feel’ of the Times Atlas is a vital

component of the success of the product.

Design and the Customer
As both publisher and service provider, Collins

Bartholomew occupies a relatively unique position in the

market. When thinking about the needs of the customer,

key commercial considerations include the following:

• What is the product the customer wants to create?

• Where do maps fit in to that product?

• What is the map’s purpose?

• Who is our customer’s audience?

• What is the customer’s knowledge level?

• What is the audience’s knowledge level?

• What is the customer trying to communicate?

• What messages does the audience need to receive,

and in what priority?

• What media are they using and what is the most

appropriate?

• What is the data source(s)?

• How accurate is the data source and how accurate

does it need to be?

• Have all of these elements been successfully

delivered? 

With the advent of online and mobile mapping, people are

even more aware of the value of geo-information to their

business and their day-to-day lives. That is obviously a

high point for anyone in the geographical sector. A

common problem, however, is that companies do not know

what to do with their data to get the best out of it. Most can

pop it up on an online map, but rapidly most realize that

they need help to maximize the potential from their

information. The value of a cartographer as an expert in

understanding geographical data and selection combined

with cartographic design and representation has grown in

this time of heightened geographical awareness. 

Data owners come to companies like Collins

Bartholomew to make their data relevant to the medium

they want to show it in. It’s not enough to have the data.
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Figure 3 The Times Survey Atlas of the World (Mid-Century Edition)
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You have to understand the audience, the media, the level

of information that can be absorbed at any given time, and,

crucially, you need to optimize the design to get the map

right. Figures 5a and 5b illustrate real examples of data

that were delivered to Collins Bartholomew and the output

and rendering into intelligible cartography at the various

zoom levels appropriate for audience consumption in an

online mapping portal. The design needed to fit with the

customer’s style and with the local market into which it

was being served.

Figures 6, 7 and 8 show another cartographic design

challenge. The GSM Association represents the interests of

mobile operators worldwide and Collins Bartholomew is

its mapping solution provider. Collins Bartholomew,

through its service Collins Coverage, aggregates mobile

phone coverage information from individual operators and

serves this out in the form of an interactive online world

map or in geo-data format. 

The cartographic challenge is two-fold. The first is a

data challenge. Operators hold their information in a

multitude of formats from a spreadsheet of transmitter

locations to a shape file of their coverage. Aggregating this

information can be tricky and is an evolving picture.

The second challenge is designing a map to show the

core information, i.e. the mobile coverage and its different

forms in this case, whilst still maintaining enough base

information to allow easy navigation and location. The

base specification needs to be subtle, utilizing colours and

line weights that people recognize but which do not detract

from the core coverage information. Collins Bartholomew

has to carry through the principles of cartographic design

to online, printed and also raster data formats.

Collins Bartholomew produces educational products

spanning geography and cartography, including products

that introduce and teach children how to use maps, for
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Figure 4(a) The Times Comprehensive Atlas of the World 
(9th edition, published in 1992) 

Figure 4(b) The Times Comprehensive Atlas of the World 
(14th edition, published in 2014)

(a) (b)

Figures 5(a) and 5(b) Examples of web map generation from data for Collins Bartholomew customers 

SOC Bulletin (Vol 48)l_SOC Bulletin  25/05/2015  11:37  Page 20



markets around the world. Collins has to adapt the product

to suit the teachings of the relevant country and the

level/stage of the target audience. This can vary hugely

from region to region, and even down to the acceptable use

of colour palettes, symbology and imagery. A good

understanding of the target market, the customer and the

end audience is essential to get the design, the data

selection and the balance right.

Figure 9 shows a series of extracts from the same

part of the world from educational products aimed at the

classroom and the consumer market. The one at the middle

of the top row is from an atlas for ages four years plus and

the one to the right of the middle row is from a student

atlas product for ages up to 16 years. You can see that the

level of information on the map and the symbology and

depiction of that information is highly variable and

depends upon the audience and, in this case, the age and

the level of information that can be absorbed and

understood at each age, in line with the teaching structure

and development of the child. Careful consideration needs

to be given to the design the aesthetics and the data

selection in each case.

The Relevance of the Medium
Another significant consideration is the media that your

customer is going to be working with. The cartographer

needs to consider the design needs of the end medium,

which can now be multiple. 

Figure 10 illustrates how what was a conventional

globe created in the early eighteenth century can be

brought back to life in a variety of digital and physical

formats through the use of technology with consideration

of best format and design. Coronelli would have intended

the original source book for this globe to be a catalogue of
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Figure 6 Example of tabular data received from one mobile

operator © GSMA 2014

Figure 7 Example of a shape file received from a mobile

operator © GSMA 2014

Figure 8 Collins Coverage rendered on GSMA Mobile

World Live, September 2014
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his work, which would give prospective purchasers a

chance to glimpse his globes and then select the one they

wanted to buy. Because of this format, the volume is

incredibly rare. The Collins Bartholomew team, in

conjunction with The British Library and the Other Media,

recreated the digital map by georeferencing the 24 gores,

originally drawn by Vincenzo Coronelli in 1699, and

displaying them in a Winkel Tripel map projection. After

capturing and converting the original globe into digital

form, Collins Bartholomew could then print the

information as a 2D map, as seen here, and also import

back into a 3D globe format in Atlas by Collins (Figures

12 and 13). 

In Conclusion
Whilst design has to work hand-in-hand with authoritative

and appropriate source data, its well-captured and

soundly-created execution in terms of how these data are

displayed is the final piece of the jigsaw of success.

Without effective design you may lose or degrade the

effectiveness of the map and the degree to which the

audience has understood and been able to gain the

information they needed or that the author has wanted to

convey. The thought process of what needs to be

communicated in a map, and how that can be best

displayed to optimize the audience’s absorption of the

message and their fast cognizance of the knowledge the

map is trying to convey, is of vital and growing

importance. In fact, it is arguably one of the key elements

Figure 9 Some extracts from Collins educational atlas products © Collins Bartholomew 2014
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of a successful map, as without this thought and focus on

design, authoritative content might be lost from the

audience’s view. Whilst the world and its use of maps have

changed, the market for, the power of, and the general

consumption and creation of the map continue to grow.

Arguably, good maps and good mapmakers are more in

demand now than ever before. With a successful map you

can communicate to today’s highly visual and time-short

audience the message in a few seconds, whereas the

alternative is to read sometimes several pages of text or

tables of statistics. This is something that today’s audience

is more often than not reluctant to do. If you are going to

use maps as a means of communication, it is vital that

thought is put into the end design and what information is

being sought or what you wish to communicate in the map

itself.

Without skilled cartographers and strong

cartographic principles and design all you are left with is

‘big data’. Their interpretation and presentation, as

demonstrated by the examples in this article from Collins

Bartholomew and the Times Atlas, are central and vital

components to delivery of a successful map.
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Figure 11 Images from Atlas by Collins © Collins Bartholomew 2014
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The Times Atlas and Collins Bartholomew
Ltd
Collins Bartholomew is the fusion of two great names in

cartography both with over 200 years of heritage.

Combine in the Times Atlas, with 120 years, and an

amazing tapestry of ground-breaking cartographic design

and implementation is created. Bartholomew is known for

high-quality cartographic services and solutions. Collins

has an international, long-standing reputation as a learning

business, providing not just content for the education

sector globally, but, more critically, putting together

pedagogy that works with a country’s learning goals. The

Times Atlas has been leading its field in world cartography

for over a century. The Times Atlases and Collins, with

close to 70 per cent market share (Mesquita, 2013),

dominate the World Atlas market in the UK and lead in

many international markets. 
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