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Maps hold the fascination of many.
Always have. As a collection of
maps, Atlases represent a treasure
for both the map connoisseur, and
the stop-and-look-at-those-really-
neat-maps Barnes & Noble shop-
per. We theorize that the lay public
can be divided into two broad
groups (of course, we only have
anecdotal evidence for this classifi-
cation, so use caution if you cite
us). The first group is those that
believe geography is nothing more
than pieces of trivia associated
with places (e.g., where is the
longest river). These are the folks
who expect “us” to perform well
when “our category” comes up in
Trivial Pursuit, or on Jeopardy. If
they only knew “our” secret... The
second group is those who, when
learning that we are geographers,
more specifically mapmakers,
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express a shared affection for maps
and other representations of the
world. As such, an atlas would be
a superb gift for these folks who
share our passion for geography
and maps.

Contemporary atlases are
pushing the boundaries of cartog-
raphy and geography, as well as
how map-readers view and use
map collections. Cartography
relies on both science and art to
produce accurate and functional
representations of the world. In
addition, there is an important
need to conform to standards of
practice while introducing new
innovations to improve the ability
of maps to communicate, and to
store information and to provide
tools for analysis (both spatial and
non-spatial). Cartography relies
increasingly so on the develop-
ment of new tools for the storage,
analysis, and communication of
spatial information. Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) soft-
ware, initially developed as a
storage and analysis tool for
governments, geographers, and
industry, is fast developing tools
for the communication and
visualization of spatial data.
Furthermore, cartographers are
quickly assimilating emerging
technologies, and building their
own, to enhance the cartographic
products they are delivering. This
includes, but is not limited to,
Internet publication and animation
software, statistical software, and

analytical tools. This development
and adaptation has provided
today’s mapmakers with the
ability to live up to, and beyond,
the traditional expectations of
cartography.

In this focus issue of Carto-
graphic Perspectives, we see exem-
plary map products in the form of
traditional and non-traditional
map atlases. As cartographers
continue to explore new topics in
the realm of map-making, we are
seeing an expansion of what has
traditionally been classified as a
map, as well as a resurgence of
traditional cartographic elements
that might have lately become
more closely associated with other
geographic techniques (analysis,
storage, etc.). With the continued
improvement in software designed
for developing and delivering
content via multi-media
(CDROMs, the Internet, digital
images, digital line drawing,
dynamic authoring, etc.), the
decisions for which a cartographer
is responsible are increasing
rapidly. With these new tools, the
line between cartography and
related geographic techniques is
further blurred. Contemporary
atlas developers are creating
collections of maps that provide an
increasingly flexible experience to
the map-reader.

Users of modern digital and
multi-media atlases can create “on
the fly” maps that are the product
of mixing data; these maps repre-

sent relatively novel spatial
representations, and in many
respects represent geo-visualiza-
tion and spatial analysis. Such
maps are just one of the unique
features of the online version of
the Atlas of Canada (Natural
Resources Canada, 2002), the
country’s official atlas, and the
sixth edition of an atlas that was
first published in 1906 (the preced-
ing 5 editions were traditional
paper atlases). While conveying an
immense amount of data, the atlas
offers a flexible, user-centered
approach to map production, but
structures the presentation of
information so that map appear-
ance is not compromised by non-
cartographically trained users of
the site. Giving the atlas user the
opportunity to determine what is
mapped allows for the potential
production of representations that
the cartographer who developed
the atlas may never have seen or
anticipated. In more traditional
situations, the cartographer can
use dynamic mapping and media
production tools to produce
engaging maps that display time
and space in a way that static maps
simply cannot.

Two contributions to this issue
consider design issues associated
with developing regional (sub-
national) atlases. The Atlas of
Saskatchewan (CD-ROM Edition)
(Martz 2000) and the Atlas of
Oregon, Second Edition (Loy, Allan
et al. 2001) both take advantage of
emerging technology to support
the presentation of maps while
adhering to the standards and
principles of cartographic and
information design. The bases for
both atlases lie in earlier offerings
and specific decisions related to
graphic communication and
cartographic design. Martz and
Pietroniro (this volume) describe
how traditional cartographic
principles guided their initial
decisions, while considering the
limitations of these principles
given the dynamic nature of the


