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Letter from the Editor

Does size matter? This question
occurred to me again at a busi-
ness meeting of the Austrian
Cartographic Society in May of
1999. The meeting was within
walking distance of the Techni-
cal University’s Department of
Cartography and Reproduction
Techniques where I was serving as
a visiting Fulbright Professor for
the spring semester at the invi-
tation of its director, Prof. Fritz
Kelnhofer. The meeting room was
in an older building in the center
of Vienna that now houses the
East European Studies Institute
on the upper floor. I later learned
that Beethoven had given private
concerts to the family that lived
there but he was required to use
the servant’s staircase to reach the
living quarters. I used the main
stairway.

Cartography is taken seriously
in Austria, a country of only 8
million people. Both the Techni-
cal University and the University
of Vienna have well-established
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cartographic programs, the latter
within the Department of Geog-
raphy. There is a considerable
national pride in the products
of Austrian cartography, both
past and present. The Technical
University is working on another
in a series of national atlases and
the East European Studies Insti-
tute was completing its own atlas.
The maps displayed on the walls
around the room were from this
atlas and depicted various social
and economic variables for the
Balkan countries.

The meeting room was full and
I found one of the last chairs in
the back of the room. The topic of
the meeting centered on various
business matters affecting the
organization and other items in
the news. I began to examine the
maps from the atlas that were
displayed around the room as
discussion turned to the NATO
bombing of the Chinese embassy
in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, and
an article that placed the blame
on cartographers in the United
States. This was further evidence,
it was pointed out, of the decline
of cartography in North America.
The various thematic maps on the
walls were large enough so that I
could see the broad patterns that
they depicted from a distance. I
started to think of ways in which
the distributions could be con-

veyed with interaction and ani-
mation in a smaller format, such
as on the screen of a computer.
The user would be able to select
maps at different scales and view
distributions side-by-side or as
an animation. Each map wouldn’t
be as large or as detailed as those
on the walls around me but, in
total, the interactive and ani-
mated presentation would convey
information in a more engaging
way. The result would be a better
cartographic product.

I also realized that this would
be the last time that I would ever
see these maps. They were so
large that I could not think of
taking a copy of the atlas with
me. The distribution of the atlas
was limited by the medium. The
atlas would only be viewed by a
small number of people. That was
unfortunate because the maps de-
picted interesting cultural, social,
and economic patterns that would
be of interest to many people.

I had the opportunity to dis-
cuss my observations with Prof.
Kelnhofer and others in the fol-
lowing weeks. I talked of a shift in
the medium of cartography, from
paper to computer, and what this
meant to the way in which maps
are distributed and used. I saw it
as a change similar to a paradigm
shift in science in which totally
new underlying principles and

methods of research are adopted.
I argued that we don’t under-
stand the influence of the me-
dium, either paper or computer,
on how we present and convey
spatial information. Most of all,
we know too little about how to
present maps through an interac-
tive medium.

Kelnhofer concluded that
“we live in different worlds”
and indeed we do. The differ-
ence, though, is not in technol-
ogy. The computer resources at
the institute would be the envy
of any academic cartographer in
North America. The equipment
consisted of three Intergraph
workstations, a large-format ink-
jet printer, a complete darkroom
facility with a Barco scanner /
imagesetter, a lab with ten PCs
and a video-display device for
instruction, and a LINUX-based
web and mail server. Nor is the
difference based on human re-
sources. The institute employs a
total of ten people, four of whom
teach courses on a regular basis. I
cannot think of a comparable car-
tographic institute in all of North
America, nor one that could
create the atlas-quality maps that
were being made there.

The different worlds are our
choice of medium. I think of the
computer and the World Wide
Web as a medium with its poten-
tial for the display of maps with
interaction and animation. I also
see it as a way to distribute maps
that can be printed far away from
where they are created, either on
smaller format printers or larger
printers at centrally-located sites.
Prof. Kelnhofer’s medium is large
format paper with high resolu-
tion output. In fact, I would often
catch him using a magnifying
glass to inspect the latest prod-
ucts of the institute. We were like
two artists, one working in the
medium of clay and the other in
oil. What do two such artists have
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