
A5 critique
Notes
● We will critique everyone’s submission
● Please refrain from speaking while your map is being 

discussed, you will have time at the end to talk about 
each of your design decisions



A5 overview
NYC Reference Map
● Must use data from either NYC Open Data or NYC 

Geodatabase (and/or additional sources if desired)
● Implement appropriate color scheme for your data
● Text layout done in Inkscape
● Use of two contrasting typefaces/fonts
● Effective labelling
● All basic cartographic elements present
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What is a map?



What is a map?
...we can all agree, any idea of what a map is or isn’t 
covers a good deal of intellectual territory

But reduced to its simplest elements, a map is simply a 
means of communication

Therefore everything you do within the confines of the 
‘map-making process’ should be to the betterment of 
this communication

Remember Occam’s Razor–simple is better1

1This concept wildly paraphrased here fyi 



What is a map?

<< Looks like it’s going to be a 
long ride to Grandma’s house!



The Mapping Process

Sources: http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/ 

http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/


The Mapping Process

Sources: http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/ 

http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/


On Cartographic Design
Things to consider…

● Mental/physical map creation process

● Design relates to appearance, effectiveness in information 
communication

● Base level–follow rules, guidelines, and conventions

● Increasing body of research on how maps ‘work’ (ResearchGate, 
JSTOR, etc.)

● Artistic element of mapmaking should be guided less by 
experiment than intuition and critical examination (i.e. critique)

● Significant overlap with graphic design (concepts/practice)

Sources: http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf 

http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf


What are the conventional map elements?

Sources: http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf 

http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf


What are the conventional map elements?
Slocum’s2 Map Elements

● Frame and neat line
● Mapped area (figure)
● Inset
● Title and subtitle
● Legend
● Data Source(s)
● Scale
● Orientation

2 Slocum, Terry
Sources: http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf 

https://geog.ku.edu/terry-slocum
http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf


What are the conventional map elements?
Slocum’s2 Map Elements

● Frame and neat line
● Mapped area (figure)
● Inset
● Title and subtitle
● Legend
● Data Source(s)
● Scale
● Orientation

Sources: http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf 

http://www.geog.ucsb.edu/~kclarke/Geography183/Lecture09.pdf


What are the conventional map elements?
...Also BOLTSS

● Border
● Orientation
● Legend
● Title
● Scale
● Source



‘Gestalt’
Gestalt is a concept originating in the field of psychology which 
means unified whole

It refers to theories of visual perception developed by German 
psychologists in the 1920s

These theories attempt to describe how people tend to organize 
visual elements into groups or unified wholes when certain 
principles are applied

Gestalt Principles

● Similarity
● Continuation
● Closure
● Proximity
● Figure/Ground

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


‘Gestalt’ applied to mapping
In mapping we interpret the gestalt principles a bit more loosely…

● Maps consist of elements
● Human cognition is based on clumping
● Elements are seen both individually and holistically 
● Eye seeks similarity, proximity, continuity, and closure
● Symmetry, simplicity, and balance are favored

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Gestalt figures, above and left

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Cognition as function of clumping example

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Which chair is out of place?

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Cognition as function of clumping example

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Which chair is out of place?

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Slocum’s design process
● Choose reproduction method

● Select scale/projection appropriate for theme

● Identify classification/symbolization method

● Select map elements required

● Rank symbols/elements into intellectual hierarchy

● Create a test map for design experiments (remember ‘design 
thinking’ from L1)

● Test map on audience prior to finalizing

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Visual hierarchies (revisited)
Given what you now know about gestalt principles vis a vis 
map-making (and a bit about how human cognition works) it should 
make sense to you why designers and cartographers alike utilize 
visual hierarchies...

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Visual hierarchies (revisited)
Given what you now know about gestalt principles vis a vis 
map-making (and a bit about how human cognition works) it should 
make sense to you why designers and cartographers alike utilize 
visual hierarchies...so why do they?

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Visual hierarchies (revisited)
Which is better? A or B?

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Visual hierarchies tips and tricks
● Create figure-ground contrast
● Figure isolation, vignette
● Line weight and type
● Color, shading, and transparency
● Drop shadows, halos, masks, gaps
● Symbol overlap
● Extrusion, shading and 3D effects

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Above: Poor 
figure-ground contrast on 
the right, but better on 
the left

Right: Nice example of a 
subtle masking effect to 
visually isolate the state 
of Washington from the 
surrounding territories

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm




Profs. Juliana Maantay 
and Andrew Maroko

Improving Population 
Mapping and Exposure 
Assessment: 3-Dimensional 
Dasymetric Disaggregation 
in New York City and São 
Paulo, Brazil (2017)

Sources: https://bit.ly/2P4Vu4T 

https://bit.ly/2P4Vu4T


Ragnar Thrastarson

GEP 605 lab B, 2013

Sources: https://bit.ly/2P4Vu4T 

https://bit.ly/2P4Vu4T


Figure-ground relationships
● Elements that are ‘lower’ in the intellectual hierarchy should by 

styled accordingly (i.e. such that they recede into the 
background as opposed to blending with the foreground) 

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Poor F/G contrast

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
What do you think the real job of the cartographer/map-maker is? 

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
What do you think the real job of the cartographer/map-maker is?

>> to create a visual balance with the map elements necessary to 
tell your story (either yours, or that of the data, or some combination 
of both) 

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
What do you think the real job of the cartographer/map-maker is?

>> to create a visual balance with the map elements necessary to 
tell your story (either yours, or that of the data, or some combination 
of both) 

But which factors affect Visual Balance?

● The size of the symbols
● The pattern of the symbols
● The color of the symbols
● The visual hierarchy of the symbols and their elements
● The location of these elements vis a vis each other and the 

‘visual center’ of the map

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Good :) Not so good :(

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Visual Balance basics

● Left to right/top-down orientation
● Several smaller objects can counter (or balance) one larger
● Alignment sensitivities
● Text and legend can be used to fill spaces
● Including graticule or ‘unmapped areas’ to neat line (i.e. map) 

can be effective
● Shape of mapped area should make sense with 

size/shape/orientation of map frame area on layout

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Which is a better use of space?

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

Which is a better use of space?

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Alignment

● Precision matters!

● A ‘loose’ alignment is not 
bad necessarily, but in 
general arranging your map 
elements such that the 
edges all align rectilinearly is 
the conventional, 
professional standard

● Also, it’s incredibly easy to 
align elements in Inkscape 

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Alignment

● Precision matters!

● A ‘loose’ alignment is not 
bad necessarily, but in 
general arranging your map 
elements such that the 
edges all align rectilinearly is 
the conventional, 
professional standard

● Also, it’s incredibly easy to 
align elements in 
Inkscape...anyone know 
how? 

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Alignment in Inkscape

● Select all the elements you 
want to align

● Open the Alignment and 
Distribution dialogue box 
(Shift+Ctrl+A)

● Configure settings in 
accordance with your 
desired alignment (by left 
edges, align centers, etc.) 

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Screening

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Vignettes

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Drop Shadows in Inkscape

● Select feature -> group

● Copy and paste

● Select new object, change 
color to gray or black 

● Apply blur (optionally)

● Displace it slightly

● Push it into the background

● ¡ Separate process for text 
(this is shapes only)

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
Other applications of the drop 
shadow

● Apply to coastlines

● Embossing

● Highlighting

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design
“Good Design Is As Little Design As Possible.

Less, but better – because it concentrates on the essential aspects, 
and the products are not burdened with non-essentials.

Back to purity, back to simplicity.”

–Dieter Rams, iconic former Creative Director at Braun

Simplicity

● Easy to recognize, difficult to realize
● Effective because with fewer visual elements, there are thus 

fewer visual symbols to parse and contextualize
● Reduce unnecessary complexity!
● Strip your designs (maps) of unnecessary ornamentation

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

The London 
Underground 
“Tube Map”

1933 by 
Henry C. Beck

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

The famed “Vignelli 
Map” of the NYC MTA 
System Map

Massimo Vignelli, 
1976

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


On Cartographic Design

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

The famed “Vignelli 
Map” of the NYC MTA 
System Map

Massimo Vignelli, 
1976

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Good map/bad map?

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Good map/bad map?

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Good map/
bad map?

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


Summary
● Good design makes a map more effective and interpretable
● The eye seeks similarity, proximity, continuity, and closure
● Symmetry, simplicity, and balance are favored
● Mind your figure–ground relationships
● Alignment, balancing space in your layout
● Follow convention, except when you need/want to emphasize 

or challenge
● When in doubt, reduce complexity (Occam’s Razor)

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm


For next week...
A6 due at 12pm on 10/23

T5 due at 12pm on 10/23

Readings by Turchi and Crampton available on the course website 
tomorrow

Sources: http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm 

http://graphicdesign.spokanefalls.edu/tutorials/process/gestaltprinciples/gestaltprinc.htm

