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MEANING OF MAP 

The graphic representation of the geographical setting is called a map. A map is 

a symbolic depiction emphasizing relationships between elements of some space, such 

as objects, regions, or themes. Many maps are static, fixed to paper or some other durable 

medium, while others are dynamic or interactive. Although most commonly used to depict 

geography, maps may represent any space, real or fictional, without regard 

to context or scale. The space being mapped may be two dimensional, such as the surface of 

the earth, three dimensional, such as the interior of the earth, or even more abstract spaces of 

any dimension, such as arise in modelling phenomena having many independent variables. 

Although the earliest maps known are of the heavens, geographic maps of territory 

have a very long tradition and exist from ancient times. The word "map" comes from the 

Medieval Latin Mappa mundi, wherein mappa meant napkin or cloth and mundi the world. 

Thus, "map" became the shortened term referring to a two-dimensional representation of the 

surface of the world. 

A map is a symbolic representation of selected characteristics of a place, usually 

drawn on a flat surface. Maps present information about the world in a simple, visual way. 

They teach about the world by showing sizes and shapes of countries, locations of features, 

and distances between places. Maps can show distributions of things over Earth, such 

as settlement patterns. They can show exact locations of houses and streets in a 

city neighbourhood. Mapmakers, called cartographers, create maps for many different 

purposes. Vacationers use road maps to plot routes for their trips. Meteorologists—scientists 

who study weather—use weather maps to prepare forecasts. City planners decide where to 

put hospitals and parks with the help of maps that show land features and how the land is 

currently being used.  

FEATURES OR ELEMENTS OF MAP 

Some common features of maps include scale, symbols, and grids.  

1. Scale: All maps are scale models of reality. A map’s scale indicates the relationship 

between the distances on the map and the actual distances on Earth. This relationship can be 

expressed by a graphic scale, a verbal scale, or a representative fraction. 

The most common type of graphic scale looks like a ruler. Also called a bar scale, it is simply 

a horizontal line marked off in miles, kilometers, or some other unit measuring distance.  

The verbal scale is a sentence that relates distance on the map to distance on Earth. For 

example, a verbal scale might say, “one centimeter represents one kilometer” or “one inch 

represents eight miles.”  

The representative fraction does not have specific units. It is shown as a fraction or ratio—for 

example, 1/1,000,000 or 1:1,000,000. This means that any given unit of measure on the map 

is equal to one million of that unit on Earth. So, 1 centimeter on the map represents 1,000,000 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symbol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physical_body
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Region
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paper
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Space
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Context_(language_use)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scale_(map)
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centimeters on Earth, or 10 kilometers. One inch on the map represents 1,000,000 inches on 

Earth, or a little less than 16 miles.  

The size of the area covered helps determine the scale of a map. A map that shows an area in 

great detail, such as a street map of a neighbourhood, is called a large-scale map because 

objects on the map are relatively large. A map of a larger area, such as a continent or the 

world, is called a small-scale map because objects on the map are relatively small. 

Today, maps are often computerized. Many computerized maps allow the viewer to zoom in 

and out, changing the scale of the map. A person may begin by looking at the map of an 

entire city that only shows major roads and then zoom in so that every street in a 

neighborhood is visible. 

2. Symbols: Cartographers use symbols to represent geographic features. For example, black 

dots represent cities, circled stars represent capital cities, and different sorts of lines represent 

boundaries, roads, highways, and rivers. Colors are often used as symbols. Green is often 

used for forests, tan for deserts, and blue for water. A map usually has a legend, or key, that 

gives the scale of the map and explains what the various symbols represent. 

Some maps show relief or changes in elevation. A common way to show relief is contour 

lines, also called topographic lines. These are lines that connect points that have equal 

elevation. If a map shows a large enough area, contour lines form circles.   

A group of contour line circles inside one another indicates a change in elevation. As 

elevation increases, these contour line circles indicate a hill. As elevation decreases, contour 

line circles indicate a depression in the earth, such as a basin.   

3. Grids: Many maps include a grid pattern, or a series of crossing lines that create squares or 

rectangles. The grid helps people locate places on the map. On small-scale maps, the grid is 

often made up of latitude and longitude lines. Latitude lines run east-west around 

the globe, parallel to the Equator, an imaginary line that circles the middle of the Earth. 

Longitude lines run north-south, from pole to pole. Latitude and longitude lines are 

numbered. The intersection of latitude and longitude lines, called coordinates, identify the 

exact location of a place. 

On maps showing greater detail, the grid is often given numbers and letters. The boxes made 

by the grid may be called A, B, C, and so on across the top of the map, and 1, 2, 3, and so on 

across the left side. In the map’s index, a park’s location might be given as B4. The user finds 

the park by looking in the box where column B and row 4 cross.  

4. Other Map Features are DOGSTAILS: Along with scale, symbols, and grids, other 

features appear regularly on maps. A good way to remember these features is DOGSTAILS: 

date, orientation, grid, scale, title, author, index, legend, and sources.  

Title, date, author, and sources usually appear on the map though not always together. The 

map’s title tells what the map is about, revealing the map’s purpose and content. For 
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example, a map might be titled “Political Map of the World” or “Battle of Gettysburg, 

1863.”  

“Date” refers to either the time the map was made or the date relevant to the information on 

the map. A map of areas threatened by a wildfire, for instance, would have a date, and 

perhaps even a time, to track the progress of the wildfire. A historical map of the 

ancient Sumerian Empire would have a date range of between 5,000 B.C. and 1,000 B.C. 

Noting a map’s author is important because the cartographer’s perspective will be reflected in 

the content. Assessing accuracy and objectivity also requires checking sources. A map’s 

sources are where the author of the map got his or her information. A map of a school 

district may list the U.S. Census Bureau, global positioning system (GPS) technology, and 

the school district’s own records as its sources. 

Orientation refers to the presence of a compass rose or simply an arrow indicating directions 

on the map. If only an arrow is used, the arrow usually points north.  

A map’s index helps viewers find a specific spot on the map using the grid. A map’s legend 

explains what the symbols on a map mean. 

CLASSIFICATION OF MAPS 

A. On the basis of Function maps are divided into two types 

 

1. General reference maps  

With some maps, the objective is to show the locations of a variety of different features, such 

as water bodies, coastlines and roads. These are called general reference maps. Simply 

defined, maps are pictures of the Earth's surface. General reference maps document 

landforms, national boundaries, bodies of water, the locations of cities and so on Large scale 

general reference maps of land areas are called topographic maps. They are usually made by 

public agencies, using photogrammetric methods and issued in series of individual sheets. 

Maps of much larger scale general maps are required for site location and other engineering 

purposes. Small scale general reference maps are typified by the maps of states, countries, 

and continents in atlases. Such maps show similar phenomena to those on large scale general 

reference maps. But because they must be greatly reduced and generalized, they cannot attain 

the detail and positional accuracy of large scale maps. The major types of general reference 

maps are – 

 

(i) Political Map: A political map shows the state and national boundaries of a place. A 

political map does not have any topographic features. It also shows the location of cities, with 

respect to each other. 
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A political map is a map that shows the political features of an area, country, or region. It 

shows a region or country’s different territorial borders or boundaries, the location of major 

areas or cities, and significant land masses such as bodies of water. There are different sizes 

of political maps. Some of these maps cover an entire continent, an entire region, or a state or 

country. One of the main features of a political map is the geographical boundaries. The 

boundaries between countries, cities, or states, are indicated by lines. Political maps help in 

the understanding the geography of the world and are usually the first maps that students are 

introduced to in school. This type of map is also known as “reference map” and are either 

printed on a physical medium or paper. It can also be produced in digital form for online use. 

 

(ii) Physical Maps: A physical map is one that documents landscape features of a place. 

These maps generally show things like mountains, rivers, and lakes. Bodies of water are 

commonly shown in blue. Mountains and elevation changes are sometimes shown with 

different colors and shades to show elevation. On physical maps, greens usually indicate 

lower elevations while browns usually indicate higher elevations. 
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Physical maps are maps that have been designed to show the physical or natural landscape 

features of the Earth. The maps are best known to show several geographical features such as 

soil type, mountains, and land use including infrastructural developments such as roads and 

buildings. Physical maps are some of the most colorful maps with a different color used to 

indicate different physical features. Most maps use green to brown to gray color scheme to 

show elevation. A dark green color is used to indicate near-sea level elevations and brown for 

higher elevations. Water bodies such as lakes, rivers, and oceans are often indicated by a blue 

color (light blue for shallow areas and dark blue for deeper waters). Ice and glacier are shown 

in white color. Cultural information is not a focus of physical maps but may be included on 

the map for geographic reference. 

 

 (iii) Topographic Maps: A topographic map is similar to a physical map in that it shows 

different physical landscape features. A topographic map is a type of map that shows large-

scale detail and quantitative information of relief by the use of contour lines and various other 

methods. Unlike physical maps, though, this type of map uses contour lines instead of colors 

to show changes in the landscape. Contour lines on topographic maps are normally spaced at 

regular intervals to show elevation changes (e.g. each line represents a 100-foot elevation 

change). When lines are close together, it means the terrain is steep. Apart from contour lines, 

topographic maps also show forest covers, water bodies, and buildings. 

 

 

(iv) Climate Maps: A climate map shows information about the climate of an area. These 

maps can show things like the specific climatic zones of an area based on the temperature, the 

amount of snow an area receives, or the average number of cloudy days. These maps 

normally use colors to show different climatic areas. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/topographic-maps-overview-1435657
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-worlds-koppen-climates-4109230
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This climate map for India uses colors to show different climatic regions of tropical wet, 

tropical wet and dry, semi arid or steppe, humid sub tropical, highland and desert or arid 

types of climatic regions. 

(v) Economic or Resource Maps: An economic or resource map shows the specific types of 

economic activity or natural resources present in an area through the use of different symbols 

or colors depending on what is being depicted. 

 

The map of India showing coal field and coal generating plants uses symbols for different 

coal fields and coal plants. 

(vi) Road Maps: A road map is one of the most widely used map types. These maps show 

major and minor highways and roads (depending on the degree of detail), as well as things 

like airports, cities, and points of interest such as parks, campgrounds, and monuments. Major 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Australia-climate-map_MJC01.png
https://www.thoughtco.com/map-reading-geography-1435601
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highways on a roadmap are generally shown with thick, red lines, while minor roads are 

lighter in color and drawn with narrower lines. 

 

Road maps, also known as route maps, indicate roads and other transport links. They are 

navigational maps that also include political boundaries, making them part of political maps. 

Apart from road and boundaries, road maps also show certain points of interests such as 

tourism sites, prominent buildings, recreational facilities like parks and restaurants, train 

station, and airports. The maps are of different sizes, shapes, and scales. Small maps are used 

to show the overview of a region’s major roads or routes while large maps give greater details 

and cover a large area. Highway maps give the overview of major routes within a region. 

Street maps mainly cover areas within a city or metropolitan area. A collection of road maps 

bound together in a book is referred to as road atlas. Road maps often use thin lines to 

indicate minor roads and thicker or bolder colors to indicate major roads. 

 

2. Thematic Map 

A thematic map is a map that focuses on a particular theme or special topic. These maps are 

different from the six aforementioned general reference maps because they do not just show 

features like rivers, cities, political subdivisions, elevation, and highways. If these items 

appear on a thematic map, they are background information and are used as reference points 

to enhance the map's theme. Thematic maps display specific data, such as the average rainfall 

distribution for an area or the distribution of a certain disease throughout a county. 

A map is a symbolic representation of an actual element or an area on a flat surface. Maps are 

useful because they illustrate specific and detailed features of a given area, region, or an 

object. They represent features such as boundaries, topography, physical features, climate, 

and even economic activities. There are different kinds of maps: dimensional, static, 

dynamic, and interactive maps. Maps have been in use since ancient times when they may 

have been produced and used as necessary tools for identification and navigation. Maps 
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became more and more accurate and factual in the 17th to 19th century with various countries 

adopting national mapping programs. 

A thematic map is a map designed to highlight a theme connected with a specific geographic 

area. Unlike general reference map that shows several phenomena (geographical, political, 

and geological), thematic map focuses on a specific subject area and uses base data only as a 

point of reference for the feature being mapped. Thematic maps also put emphasis on a 

spatial variation on a number of geographical distributions such as climate, population 

density, and health. The map serves three main purposes: to provide information about a 

piece of specific information, to provide general information about the spatial pattern, and to 

compare patterns on different maps. 

 

 An example of thematic map is population density map of Europe. The above map of Europe 

shows Population density per square km. In this map colour is used to show population 

density in the states of Europe.  

 
Another example of thematic map is literacy distribution map of India. The above map of 

India shows literacy rates in all the states of India by using colours. Darkest colour represents 

highest literacy rates and lightest colour represents lower literacy rates. 
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B. On the basis of Scale maps are classified into two types small scale maps and large 

scale maps. Map scale is the relationship existence between distance on a map and the 

corresponding distance on the earth. It is usually expressed in the following form: 1:10,000, 

meaning that 1 unit of measurement on the map represents 10,000 of the same units on the 

earth's surface. The scale ratio 1:100,000 means that one unit of distance on the map 

represents 100,000 of the same units of distance on the Earth. So on a 1:100,000 scale map, 

one cm on the map equals one km on the ground because one km has 100,000 cm. Because 

the scale ratio is a constant, it is true for whatever units in which the fraction is expressed. 

1. Large scale maps: A 'large' scale map is one in which a given part of the Earth is 

represented by a large area on the map. Large scale maps generally show more detail than 

small scale maps because at a large scale there is more space on the map in which to show 

features. Large scale maps are typically used to show site plans, local areas, neighborhoods, 

towns etc. 1:2,500 is an example of a large scale. A large scale map is one that shows more 

detail, but usually over a smaller area. A specific feature, like a building or town, will appear 

larger on a large scale map compared to a small scale map. Large scale map is not the one 

which shows larger area but it is the one which show larger details and less original area then 

small scale. In cartography, “large scale” refers to maps where the representative fraction of 

scale (e.g., 1:25,000) is mathematically larger, rather than smaller (e.g., 1:1,000,000). 

 

Figure 1 a a section of a 1:250,000 topographic map 

Large scale maps typically show more detail than small scale maps, whereas on smaller scale 

maps there is simply not enough room to show all the available detail, so features such as 

streams and roads often have to be represented as single lines, and area features like cities, 

have to be shown as points. This is called generalization. The larger a scale is the smaller will 

be the number in the scale. For example, a 1:10,000-scale map is said to have a larger scale 

than a 1:100,000-scale map. 

2. Small scale maps: A 'small' scale map is one in which a given part of the Earth is 

represented by a small area on the map. When a small sheet is used to show a large area such 

as United States or World, that map is described as being a small scale map. Small scale 

maps generally show less detail than large scale maps, but cover large parts of the Earth. 

Maps with regional, national, and international extents typically have small scales, such as 
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1:1,000,000.  

 
 
 

 

Figure 2 a a section of a 1:3,600,000 topographic map, compare the level of generalisation with Figure 1 

Base map 

The base map establishes the geometrical and orientation reference for the viewer of a 

thematic map. This way, familiar features such as lakes and rivers, place names, localities and 

mountains, administrative boundaries, terrain shape, transportation routes, forests and land 

cover help the map viewer for orientation. When designing a base map, the following aspects 

should be considered 

(i) The basemap should be tailored to the thematic content; however, a complete matching 

with the topic should be avoided 

(ii) It should complement the included topic in the most reasonable way, while distracting as 

little as possible 

(iii) It must correspond to the current state 

(iv) It must match the scale and the degree of generalisation of the thematic content to be 

included 

(v) It should not exceed twice the scale and a miniaturization should be avoided completely 
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Functions of Base map 

According to Spiess (1995), the base map serves five purposes. These are explained in 

the following sections. Elaborated information on the intended use of base maps can be 

found here (German version only). 

(i) Mapping thematic content 

(ii) Relocating map contents to the field 

(iii) Comparing thematic contents of different maps of the same region 

(iv) Localising thematic contents in the existing geographic field of perception 

(v) Comparing the thematic content with the components of the base map 

A base map is a layer with geographic information that serves as a background. A base map 

provides context for additional layers that are overlaid on top of the base map. Base maps 

usually provide location references for features that do not change often like boundaries, 

rivers, lakes, roads, and highways. Even on base maps, these different categories of 

information are in layers. Usually a base map contains this basic data, and then extra layers 

with a particular theme, or from a particular discipline, are overlaid on the base map layers 

for the sake of analysis.  

A map or chart showing certain fundamental information, used as a base upon which addition

al data of specialized nature are compiled or overprinted. Also, a map containing all the infor

mation from which maps showing specialized information can be prepared. Base map is a 

map having only essential outlines and used for the plotting or presentation of specialized 

data of various kinds. 

http://www.gitta.info/ThematicCart/en/html/ThematicCart_bibliography.html#d9e1367
http://www.gitta.info/ThematicCart/en/image/basiskarten.pdf


12 
 

 

A contour map used for profile analysis or relief representation is an example of base map. 


