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Cartographic Design Theory

Session Objectives:  
At the conclusion of this session, you will be able to:

• Create Figure-Ground relationships between 
thematic and base data through the use of contrast

• Focus the Attention of the user

• Balance your map elements

• Apply internal organization to your map 
compositions



Cartographic Design Theory

• Figure - Ground



• Most important perceptual tendency of 
cartography.

• Figures become the object of attention in 
perception, standing out from the 
background.

• Objects that are intellectually important to 
a map should be rendered so as to make 
them appear as figures.

Figure - Ground



• figure : we look at and…

• ground : what forms the background

Figure - Ground



Figure - Ground



Figure - Ground



• Contrast is fundamental to developing figure-
ground

• Visual contrast enables the eye to discern 
differences

• Map elements that provide little contrast are 
easily lost in the overall visual package

• The designer encourages contrast with...

Contrast & Design



Contrast & Design
line contrast



Contrast & Design
area contrast – variation of  detail



Contrast & Design
value contrast



Contrast & Design
value contrast
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Focus of  Attention
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The two centers 
of an image 
space

Optical Center

Geometric Center

The designer 
should arrange 
the map’s 
elements around 
the natural 
(optical) center, 
rather than the 
geometric center.

Balance 



Visual Balance

• An element’s “weight” varies with location.

• The weight of an object varies in proportion to 
its distance from the visual center of the 
composition.

Objects in center appear “lighter” than those near the edge

Objects at the top appear “heavier” than those at the bottom

Objects at the right appear “heavier” than those at the left



Visual Balance



Visual Balance
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Balancing Empty Spaces



Balancing Empty Spaces



Don’t “box” everything ...

… it makes balancing more difficult 
and less interesting

Balancing Tip



Balancing without boxes



Tada!
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• Gives structure to the graphic elements

• R e d u c e s  t e n s i o n

Internal Organization



Internal Organization







• EXPERIMENT...

• Cartography involves many “conventions”, 
design need not be one of them.

Some tips …



Allow your map to be critiqued...

…it’s not as painful as you might think!

Final tip



Using the erase and transparency 
tools to focus the attention of the user 
and create figure ground.

Tip or Trick


