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Foreword

When Howard Fisher suddenly passed away in 1979, he was in the process
of writing a major work on thematic map design. He had planned to circulate
some ten analytic papers, followed by a dozen demonstration sets that ap-
plied a wide variety of design techniques to sample areas, both real and
imaginary. He intended to get comments and criticisms on the papers in
their preliminary form and then use the revised versions as raw material in
the drafting of his book. The first three papers had been issued before his
death; the rest were in various stages of completion, as were the demon-
stration materials.

Howard’s family and friends realized that the book he had intended to
be the culmination of his career should be made available to others. His
work on the organization and graphic representation of knowledge for which
geographical location and spatial variation are relevant had already been
recognized as original, creative, important—and frequently controversial—
but few realized the full sweep of his ideas. He was not shy about challenging
the sacred cows of traditional cartography, much to the discomfort of many
who preferred tribal incantations to the systematic principles of map sym-
bolism that Howard felt to be essential. As the creator of SYMAP—the first
and still most widely used computer mapping program—he sought ways to
forestall abuses of thematic cartography which the use of computers seemed
likely to encourage.

With perhaps 75 percent of the intellectual effort for Howard Fisher’s book
completed at the time of his death, the services of Jacqueline Cohen, a
technical editor, were enlisted to prepare his work for publication. Her skills
were supplemented by those of several of Howard’s former associates, prin-
cipally Eliza McClennen. Their task was not to complete Howard’s writings
as he might have, but to accept Howard’s general structure, as well as what
he had written, and to select, reduce, and generally organize the voluminous
materials left by Howard into the book that he had been developing. Mapping
Information is the result.
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xx FOREWORD

The work is organized as a logical progression, from the most basic to the
complex, to help the cartographically inexperienced reader learn. Byways
are explored to help the reader think more clearly about graphically effective
map design. The chaotic nature of classical thematic cartography is discussed,
and fundamental principles are proposed. There is an attempt throughout
to reveal how little is known, as well as to suggest guidelines for current
practice. Those of us who worked with Howard recognize that each of these
features reflects an element of his personality: a warm and supportive teacher;
a sensitive and creative designer; a vigorous and demanding professional;
and an inquiring researcher probing the unknown. We are richer for having
known him. To his qualities this book bears witness.

Brian J. L. Berry
School of Urban and Public Affairs, Carnegie-Mellon University
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania



Preface

This book is an attempt to deal with the issues involved in thematic cartog-
raphy through a logical progression gradually increasing in complexity. It
necessarily reflects my personal opinions, though I have tried to include
those of others as well. The material has been arranged and the text com-
posed primarily for the cartographically inexperienced reader. A serious
effort has been made, however, to achieve both completeness and accuracy.

A second goal was to explore those bypaths that contribute to achieving
the most graphically effective results. But each bypath led to others no less
interesting. I determined to follow these paths individually, even when they
merged with others for stretches that inevitably led to repetition. Such rep-
etition appeared to offer important advantages. By probing and traversing
the terrain from many angles and along many routes, a better understanding
seemed possible. Given this approach, it should not be surprising if the book
has turned into a hybrid, comprising elements of a textbook, a manual, and
an encyclopedia.

Those unfamiliar with the mapping process might imagine that the spatial
and quantitative facts are always given in final form, and the problem is
merely to select suitable symbolism and execute the map accordingly. This
is a great oversimplification, however, since these facts may be better rep-
resented after being manipulated in any of several ways. Spatial information
may be modified through aggregation or interpolation, for example. Quan-
titative information may likewise be modified through aggregation into classes
of equal or unequal size.

The basic premises expounded in this text apply to most thematic mapping
problems and should serve as a solid foundation on which to build in more
complex situations. Map design is illustrated by applying various procedures
to a limited number of problems, producing alternative solutions. The virtues
and limitations of different procedures can thus be meaningfully compared.
Issues evoked by these mapping problems are discussed as encountered,
even when they lead to consideration of more advanced concepts.
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xxii PREFACE

In recent years, much cartographic research has tended, not surprisingly,
to deal with fragments of the total process. Yet, without an adequate intel-
lectual framework, continuing progress in basic theory may be seriously
handicapped. In view of the rapid acceleration of research and applications,
significant amplification of the ideas in this book is expected. It is hoped
that exceptions, however, will be rare.

The importance of employing basic terminology clearly and differentiating
consistently can hardly be overemphasized. Many difficulties that continue
to plague practical and theoretical work undoubtedly stem from semantic
confusion. Similarly, certain traditional definitions have doubtful validity
and should be avoided. New terminology has been employed here with care,
however, and only when the change seemed vital to clarify thought.

As is well recognized, the issues involved in thematic cartography can be
exceedingly complex, particularly because of the myriad possible relation-
ships among situations, procedures, and symbolisms. It is hoped that this
book may assist in sorting out those relationships, not only for difficult
assignments but for more typical problems as well. Perhaps the chaotic
terrain of thematic mapping will turn out to be an integrated and fascinating
unity of diverse elements—all rational, interrelated, and mutually supporting.

Howard T. Fisher
Cambridge, Massachusetts



Biographical Notes

Howard Fisher was a designer by profession, and his concern in this book
is the design aspect of thematic cartography. As his earlier professional work
included neither geography nor cartography, readers may be interested in
a brief resume of his background.

Born in Chicago in 1903, Fisher studied art history and architecture at
Harvard, receiving a B.S. degree magna cum laude in 1926. Incidental to a
distinguished career in architecture, which included extensive research and
developmental work (in recognition of which he was made a Fellow of the
American Institute of Architects in 1974), he became increasingly involved
in city planning activities—and thus in the extensive use of maps.

As an outgrowth of education work undertaken for the United Nations,
in 1957 he was invited to join the faculty of Northwestern University’s Tech-
nological Institute. There he taught, among other subjects, the terminal
design problem in civil engineering and a course in creative problem solving
as a general process. It was while at Northwestern that he developed, in
1963, the SYMAP computer mapping system, originally conceived as an aid
to consulting work being carried out for the City of Chicago’s Planning
Department. During the following year and a half his efforts were devoted
primarily to effecting improvements in that program, to teaching its use,
and to exploratory work with interested geographers, cartographers, and
planners.

In February 1965 Fisher joined the faculty of the Department of City and
Regional Planning in the Graduate School of Design at Harvard University.
Shortly thereafter he founded the Laboratory for Computer Graphics, for
which he received a grant of some $308,000 from the Ford Foundation the
following autumn. Over the ensuing three years his efforts were devoted
primarily to administrative duties, to launching the work of the Laboratory
generally, and to assembling its staff of geographers, cartographers, and
computer specialists. During this period, however, Fisher also worked on
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xxiv BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

the refinement of programs, taught courses in Harvard’s Faculty of Arts and
Sciences as well as in the Graduate School of Design, and organized a number
of national conferences.

Retiring from active administrative duties in 1968, Fisher was appointed
Associate Director of the Laboratory and later Research Professor of Cartog-
raphy. From that time forward, he worked exclusively on theoretical studies
in relation to thematic cartography, both produced by hand and by computer.

During the summer of 1969, following a series of lectures given in Spain
for the U.S. Department of State, Fisher devoted himself to research in the
Map Room of the British Museum, to the organization of a major conference
on computer mapping for the British government, and to visits with members
of the geography or cartography departments of several British universities.

With further financial aid from the Ford Foundation and others, and with
the assistance of a small technical staff operating within the Laboratory, he
then began the research and writings that engaged him until his death in
1979, and of which work this book is the result.

Throughout his professional career, Fisher most enjoyed the challenges
of design work and research activity directed toward design improvement.
During the period of his initial cartographic work at Northwestern Univer-
sity, however, and later while serving as the Director of the Laboratory, he
found but limited opportunity for library research of a theoretical nature. In
fact, in contrast to the urgent need for problem solving at the level of practical
accomplishment, theory as such probably seldom entered his mind—except
in connection with the difficult issue of interpolation. Later, when he had
the opportunity for more leisurely library research, he encountered diffi-
culties in attempting to apply what he found in books and journal articles
to the problems that he had under study. There appeared to be basic dif-
ferences between traditional assumptions and what he found necessary for
progress. The discussions in this book are in large part the result of his
efforts to reconcile those differences, and to establish a sound theoretical
foundation upon which future work might be based.

Allan H. Schmidt
Executive Director, Laboratory for Computer Graphics
and Spatial Analysis
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