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Looking
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Mapping





Maps are models. 

The only true model is one that has a full, one-to-
one correspondence with reality. 

All other models are wrong. 

But some are useful.



In 1854, there was an outbreak of cholera in central 
London:

John Snow, On the 
Mode of 
Communication of 
Cholera, 1855



The outbreak began on the evening of 31 August 
1854.  

Snow, who investigated earlier epidemics, suspected 
the water from a community pump-well at Broad 
and Cambridge Streets was contaminated. 

However, he couldn’t reach any definitive conclusion 
from looking at the water.



He obtained a list of 83 cholera deaths from the 
General Register Office and plotted them on a map.





John Snow, On the 
Mode of 
Communication of 
Cholera, 1855



This map pointed to the water 
from a pump on Broad Street as 
the likely source of the spread.



It was time to act. 

Snow described his findings to the Board of 
Guardians of St James’s Parish, who were 
responsible for the water supply.  

The Board ordered the pump-handle be removed 
immediately, and the epidemic soon ended.



The original data Snow obtained listed the victims’ 
names and described their circumstances, in order 
by date of death. 

The obvious visualization would be a time series – a 
display of the progress of the epidemic, either daily 
or cumulative:



These visualizations would have been practically 
useless in discovering a strategy for stopping the 
epidemic. 

They can, however, show that removing the pump 
handle may have been done too late to “save the 
day”. The epidemic was already in decline:



A clearer picture of the outbreak might have been 
gained by aggregating the data rather than plotting 
individual deaths: 

But different choices of boundaries could hide the 
center of the outbreak entirely:

Mark Monmonier, 
How to Lies with 
Maps, 1991





Mapping terms to know



Geocoding is the process of determining machine-
readable location coordinates from a plain-language 
street address. 

Usually this means we’re looking for latitude and 
longitude, e.g., 

124 Raymond Avenue, Poughkeepsie, NY 12604 

→ 41.68628, −73.89746



Johannes 
Schnitzer, 1482

Depiction of the 
Ecumene, using 
Ptolemy’ 
gazetteer of 
coordinates



Johannes 
Schnitzer, 1482

Depiction of the 
Ecumene, using 
Ptolemy’ 
gazetteer of 
coordinates



A basemap is an image and/or data that forms the 
background setting for a map.



Tiling a map is a way to render it more quickly at 
different zoom levels. 

Rather than serve out one giant image, a map server 
divides a map into many different image files (tiles) 
that are joined together seamlessly.



A layer is a graphic representation of data, geocoded 
and “layered” on top of a basemap.



A projection is a method used to represent the 
three-dimensional surface of the Earth on a two-
dimensional plane.





Gerardus Mercator, 
1569 

(Basel map copy)







Assigning geographic coordinates to an image is 
called georeferencing it. 

Often, we georeference old maps so they can serve 
as basemaps in GIS software.



A shapefile is a file format, developed by ESRI but in 
wide use, that contains geographic data as points, 
lines, and polygons.



Projects
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Mapping tools



Flourish
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Palladio
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Tableau (Public)
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Let’s try it out



First we need some data. There’s a lot of data out 
there with geographic information.  

Some is already geocoded; others you’ll need to run through a 
geocoder like geocode.localfocus.nl – or rely on Tableau’s geocoding. 

The Survey of Scottish Witchcraft gives us 
information about people accused of witchcraft in 
Scotland in the late 16th through mid-18th 
centuries. 

You need to register for the data, but – shh – here’s a CSV file.

https://geocode.localfocus.nl
http://witches.shca.ed.ac.uk/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/p3xpsd7ubpmg6m5/accused_witches.csv?dl=1


More resources



Basemaps

Stanford University map collection 
Many have WMSes available 

For historic maps, search for “Rumsey” 

NYPL maps 
Click on a map then “export” to view the WMS URL 

data.gov.uk

https://earthworks.stanford.edu/catalog
http://maps.nypl.org/warper/
http://data.gov.uk
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