Student Name: Jacob Ferriday
Student Number: 2005300
Tutor’s Name: Donna Williams 
Programme of Study: BA Graphic Design
Module: ADAD5003 Research in Context
Topic:	Why is information design Important? Explore how information design helps to shape the world around us as well as our understanding of it
Essay: Research in Context - Information Design Within Maps
Content:
Introduction 
Ancient Maps 
Modern Mas
Maps of Tomorrow 
Conclusion
Bibliography
Word Count: 2538 
Bibliography: 342



Introduction:
The human mind processes visual information around 60,000 times faster than text… with over 90% of the transmitted information to the brain being visual. It’s understandable that Information design has become an integral part of our evolution as humans. Scientists have also found that our learning processes boosts by up to 400% with visual aids. So we can conclude that information design is incredibly important, but do we really know why that is?  This essay will explore the area of information design. ‘Why is Information design important? And how has it helped to shape the world around us, as well as our understanding of it.’. Before I begin to go into the details of the topic, let me first define what is information design is and why I think it’s important. “By and Large, the primary goal in information design is clarity of communication” (Tomboc, 2019), Information design is a way of using data as a storytelling device, it allowed us to perceive and understand information which without the design, we wouldn’t be able to. “Visual Displays of information can be considered cognitive artifacts in that they can complement and strengthen our mental abilities” (Isabel, 2013, p. 13). For example: Modern-day weather map are a visual story of so much information in one visual display. It tells us the percentage or likely chances of it raining; it shows where it’s going to rain, how long it’s going to be raining for, the direction and speed of the wind, the humidity. It gives us all this information in a quick 10-minute segment on the news in the morning, every single day and we have no issue understanding or receiving the information due to the visual design all that information. To sum up, I will be explaining how Information design is absolutely vital to our society and how it has played an important role in our development in terms of maps and information design. I will be covering the how information design for maps has developed through history, starting with ancient maps carving into stones right up until the modern google maps and beyond, and what that has allowed for humans to achieve.
Ancient Maps:
At the very beginning of humanity, back when we scratched marks into the walls of caves, Information design was born. It was that early petroglyphs that evolved over time into Pictographs and then into the early written language. Information design became the most important discovery in human evolution. The main goal is clarity and sharing of information to others in a digestible format and it’s only got better over time. The first stage I wanted to talk about is maps, where would we be without them, probably lost in the wilderness. Maps have been absolutely essential for our survival and exploration, but they didn’t start off like the googles maps we have on our phones today. Some of the earliest recording of maps, while roughly accurate almost represents a lack of information, showing vast blank spaces or even mythological monsters to represent the unknown of that area. All hand drawn my cartographers measuring roughly the angels and distances between landmarks. Compared to nowadays, mapping data being collected in vast quantities of anything you can think of, depth, height, wind speeds, temperature, air pressure, clouds, even pollen levels, all through a satellite imaging. With all that information though it becomes almost impossible for us to really understand what we’re looking at and that is where Information design comes into play. We don’t just have 1 map fits all, there are specific maps for each set of data. Firstly I’ll be covering how maps started and how they looked before going into the details of any one specific map type. One of the earliest recordings of a map dates back to 700-500 BC, inscribed in Cuneiform which was an advanced pictographic language, shows a map of the world as they [image: A close-up of a jacket
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Figure 1: Imago Mundi (9th BC)


The circle around is represent the sea, each point coming from it Is the direction of another region and in the centre is a crude map of the land of within Babylon. In the inscriptions on the top and back of the tablet translate more information of the map but also mention that “strange and mystically beasts as well as great heroes lived there” Trustees of the British Museum (2012). While there is a distinct lack of information and accuracy in this map, it still would have been used to explain the Babylonian view of the mythological world and also a display of their strength showing the vast amount of land under their control. Having Babylon being at the centre of the map as well could be seen as another way to represent their limited understanding of the world, there isn’t much beyond the borders as their empire is the centre of the world and I think the limited ancient map seen above shows that quite clearly. Another example of historical map that has been more religiously influenced is The Hereford Mappa Mundi, a map of the world dated back to 1300 AC.
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Figure 2: (Bello, 1290s)


The map is orientated East and shows Christ at the top outside of the sphere and sitting on a throne as to symbolise the world as his kingdom, with Jerusalem in the centre of the world representing it’s high religious standing within the world as it’s believed this is where Christ died. The map shows many points of religious interest as this was what was most important at the time, reinforcing their beliefs and spreading it’s view for more people to see its significance. “The Mappae Mundi interpreted the world in a spiritual as well as geological terms, and included biblical illustrations as well as portrayals of classical learning and legends.” Johnson (N.A) The Hereford Mappa Mundi. Most, if not all ancient maps while lacking in geographical accuracy, we’re more significant pieces for a display of power or religion like the Hereford Mappa Mundi above (Fig 2), by enlarging certain pieces like Jerusalem in the centre creating a heightened sense of importance and power. Todays they give us an interesting view into the past to see what the world might have been like and what they believed. Compared to a more modern map, ancient maps are far more illustrative and decorative with each space on the canvas filled with some symbolism or text to depict what’s being displayed on the map.

Modern Maps:
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Description automatically generated]Moving on from historical map, Next, we are going to explore the more modern maps where they have evolved from the basic geographical and religious significance to a purely informational illustration with an abundance of information to tell. Firstly we are going to look at this map below which is an is an image of the first ever weather map drawn by German physicist Heinrich Wilhelm Brandes.


Figure 3: (Heinrich, 1816)


This map was the first ever weather map made in 1816, it’s actually a weather map of data collected in 1783 but it wasn’t until nearly 30 years later that cartographers collected the data together and used it to draw up a map of what the weather would’ve been like. This is a rather basic map only showing details on areas of higher or lower pressure in the atmosphere which give a rough idea of the chances that it would rain. This map may be simple, it takes a good “Cartographer to make the data convincing by turning mundane information into artistic expression” (Manson, 2017, p. 4.1) and as we can see in this case, Heinrich as used isobars and colours to show the movement and variation of the areas of high and low pressure, telling the story of the rain that day in 1783. Moving forwards to the early 1800s, the discovery of lithography was made, a form of printing where you etch a design onto a specially treat flat stone that repels ink except for where the design is etched into it. This “Invention made it possible to print a much wider range of marks and areas of tone than possible with earlier printmaking relief” (Tate, 2022). Below is an image of a lithographic map of America (Fig 4) to give an idea of just how detailed precise [image: Map
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Figure 4: (Cary, 1783)


In terms of information design, while it didn’t strictly affect the design of information, it certainly helped the spread of high-quality prints at a fast and consistent rate and is arguably one of the most significant inventions of all time as the ability to spread information became limitless. Things like map were once hard to come by, suddenly became an everyday piece of paper you had in the car for when you get lost. This process of printing is still sometimes used today for its low cost and fast production speed. Fast forwarding now to the 1960s, not long after the first satellite imaging map was created, a system called the ‘Geographical Information System’ (GIS) was created. This system is the intersection of data and location, creating a perfect opportunity for graphic designers to create beautiful, storytelling maps that can contain large quantities of complex data more efficiently. 
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Figure 4: (UK map, 2022)


GIS allowed for the creation of maps like this one above (Fig 4), it’s excellent map that clearly shows the boundaries of the UK, any majors roads, and rivers as well as any towns and cities. It’s this clear communication through information design that important and today’s tools only make it easier for that clear transfer of knowledge from one to another. “Selection and classification of elements off and on the map form the first steps in the construction of cartographic language” (Kiik and Nystrom and Harrie, 2017). The key at the top right of the map I believe to be one of the more important pieces of the map, the infographic along side it that aides our understanding of the design of the map, highlighting what each piece and its colours mean, distinguishing them road from river, city from town and so on. Symbolization is absolutely essential to map design as it’s a key building block for the storytelling to take place. 
“Points are typically used for discrete features, such as a tree or the location of a store. Lines are often used to represent roads, telephone lines, or other long, continuous features. Areas or polygons are typically used to represent boundaries such as counties or parks, but they can also be used to help generalize data such as the concentration of many individual animals” 
(Manson, 2017, p. 4.3.1)
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Description automatically generated]One of the best examples of using symbolization and storytelling within a map comes from the humble weather map, protecting our nation from rain when the first weather forecast was televised in 1954. Weather maps visualises some many sets of data into digestible information for anyone of any language to understand. It does this in a visually interesting story with bright blues and reds for temperature, Isobars outlining pressure and wind direction, symbols for rain, thunder, sunshine, so much data is being inputted into weather maps and without any form of visualisation of the data, all we’d be looking at is a rows and rows of numbers which would be completely incomprehensible, much like this set of data below (Fig 5) which is a set of weather data collected in Syria in 2013.

Figure 5: (Weather data, 2015)
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Figure 6: (Met Office, 2022)


Above is a screenshot from the Met Office website (Fig 6) of the current forecast over the South of Wales. At first glance you can clearly see exactly what’s going on in the weather today and for the next few hours thanks you to the infographic at the top showing times, chance of precipitation, temperature, everything you’d need to know about the weather for the day. I think what’s more important about this infographic is that it’s a universal language, anyone can look at it and understand the symbolism used here. I think that’s what makes information design so incredible and important in today’s society as not everyone is from the same culture or speaks the same language, and this could be vital information people need every day and it’s thanks to our ability to get that information across clearly and efficiently with information design.
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Figure 7: Seabed (Ferrini, 2019) 


The next and final stage of the main body, we are going to be looking at what’s next for mapping and what that might look like in terms of information design. There’s a couple very interesting topics to look at but for the start we are going to be covering oceanic cartography and seafloor mapping. This is a really fascinating area as it’s something that humans have been doing for many years now and we still have so much to discover in the field. Above is a map (Fig 7) of what we’ve currently mapped of the ocean floor from 2021. The measurement we take when scanning the ocean floor is called Bathymetry which is basically the depth of that body of water. They achieve this by using multibeam mapping which in simple terms, they scan the seabed with sound and measure how long it takes for the sound to come back which actually tells us what’s below, the water temperature and salinity. With all that data though it’s hard to really make sense of it without visualising it, which is where Bathymetric come in. “Bathymetric maps look a lot like topographic maps, which use [image: Map
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Figure 8: (Bathymetric Map, 2015) 



The practical use for these kinds of maps is limitless but it’s more pressing for the health and safety of us and the planet as the climate change becomes a bigger and bigger issue for us to deal with. 
“Our future is tied to the health of the world’s oceans. They capture carbon, regulate the earth’s temperature and are a source of food for billions of people. To protect our oceans and future generations, we need to build a better understanding of our changing climate and the effect it has on the marine environment.”
(UK Hydrographic Office, 2021)
A good understanding of what the seafloor looks like and a visualisation of the data brought on from the ability to design it in such a way that allows us to both understand and use the data but also to spread awareness of these issues and provide that clarity of information for others. 
Conclusion:
In conclusion information design is important and has definitely left its mark on our world through all things in life and especially maps. Without information design maps today would look nothing like they do, and we would be missing a key tool in the development of our society and exploration of the earth. Having the ability to share knowledge through maps has been so critical and essential. We still rely on that sharing of information today and I think it’s safe to say we would be hundreds of years behind in technology without this form of clarity of information between one another. 
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