
When deciding to work with map resources in this methodology, a number of critical decisions need to be made as to how they will interact with the rest of the project and what kinds of maps would best illustrate and illuminate the information you are trying to present.  The first of these decisions is whether you will use existing maps taken from other sources, create your own maps, or use a combination of the two.  Often times, this question will be answered through an assessment of certain factors related to the resources available to you, your technical abilities, and the purposes your maps will play in your project.  Do you have access to a map library or collection which will allow you to reproduce their maps for the purposes of this project?  Are their maps available which are related to the study in which you are involved?  Do you have any experience making your own maps or have access to the necessary technologies to do so?  How is it that these maps will interact with the other components of your project?  Your decision in this regard will dictate many aspects of how these maps will work within your project.

Before going into these individual issues in greater detail, it is important to point out that no matter what kinds of maps are used and what roles they play in your project, there are certain concerns which are going to remain constant with regard to the use of maps.  General cartographic principles must be maintained.  It must be remembered that maps are, in their most general form, a representation of geographic reality.  In this way, they are illusions.  Maps lie.  A map says that the cartographer has captured our three dimensional world (four dimensional if you include time, which is always a factor) on a two dimensional piece of paper or computer screen.  It is of utmost importance that this representation be as accurate as possible.

The most important of these cartographic principles, especially in situations in which you will be using a number of maps potentially from a variety of sources, are the issues of scale and projection.  Scale refers to the size of the map and the detail of the features illustrated with regard to their size in the ‘real’ world.  What is important to remember in regard to scale is that changes in scale will noticeably change the appearance of features in a map.  The level of detail, for example, appropriate to larger scaled maps will leave smaller scaled maps looking cluttered and illegible.  Another example would be the recognition of geographic patterns that may be clear on one scale, but may be left indistinguishable at another, a map of settlement patterns on a small scale may show interesting patterns whereas the same data at a large scale may give you just a blob.  It is extremely important that this issue of scale be taken into consideration when combining and comparing date from various map sources.  Maps are produced at a particular scale with great concern given for the scale at which the cartographer worked.  If maps are compared or compiled together into a new map and they are originally of different scales, false conclusions may result as the effects of scale are mixed into different scales.

When working with a historical project, the issues of geographic scale are compounded with issues of temporal scale.  Geography changes over time and historical data cannot be simply overlaid upon a modern base map (or the other way around).  The time period your cartographic data represents is a crucial factor in accurately presenting geographic data.  For example, topography or the path of rivers may change over time.  Therefore it would be inaccurate to portray geographic phenomenon a millennia old over a base map of modern elevations and rivers.  While certain aspects of these geographies do not change that greatly, on small scales, such changes could be enormous.  Therefore, a historic map of Iraq could use the modern geography of the Tigris and Euphrates, but a detailed plan of Baghdad would need alteration to the river beds as on such a small scale these changes have had great effect.


What is the role maps are going to play in your project?  Are they there to illustrate your case study or are they an important part of the presentation and navigation of your project?  Most maps are used to illustrate and clarify an argument being made.  These maps are meant to give an audience a clearer understanding of geographic phenomenon then what is available through written descriptions.  Maps such as these should be clear to read and present geographic information in as neutral a manner as possible.
