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have chosen to analyse Charles Minard’s 
chart depicting global immigration in 1858. 

This printed, two-dimensional chart shows 

On inspecting the diagram, it’s also interesting 
to note that the direction of migration is almost 
exclusively from right to left. It seems a little 
unlikely that there was no migration in the 
opposite direction, but it would have been a 
much more complex process to ascertain the 
figures, verify their accuracy and the methods 
of data capture were a lot more rudimentary. 
It’s also possible that the data may have been 
deliberately skewed to show a specific snapshot.

a world map with colourful “rivers” in varying 
widths and a key explaining the colour coding. 
You definitely get an immediate sense of what 
the image is trying to convey with the coloured, 
sweeping curves linking different areas of the 
globe. It’s a great example of visual storytelling.

It uses a simple, proportional way of indicating 
the volume of people – the thicker the coloured 
line, the greater the number of migrants. 
This makes the information clear and easy to 
understand at a glance, something that might 
have been quite important at the time, as literacy 
levels were typically much lower in the 1800s.  
I imagine using simple pictorial graphics during 
this period would have been much more effective 
than a text-heavy approach to getting information 
across.

Each colour on the chart corresponds to the 
flow of people immigrating from a different area 
of origin, with green for Britain (although it has 
been mislabelled as l’Angleterre, or England), 
pink for Hamburg and Bremen in Germany, 
blue for France (mainly Le Havre), purple for 
Portugal, black for Africa, yellow for China  
and orange/brown for India. 

This simple system of colour coding means 
the data can be easily understood. The width 
of the lines appears to indicate that the greatest 
numbers of migrants were moving via the Congo 
area of western Africa, as well as coming from 
Germany and Britain. 

I’m not certain what scale this map would have 
been reproduced at, but the numerals and some 
of the finer, smaller text in italics is quite hard 
to decipher, which could impair someone from 
having a detailed understanding of the data. If it 
was reproduced as a large-scale wall chart, then 
this would not be an issue.

One thing that is particularly striking is how 
visually different the map projection used is 
from one using present-day cartography. You 
can really see how technology and imaging 
techniques for recording the world’s geography 
have evolved greatly and how accuracy has really 
improved since this information graphic was 
created. That being said, Charles Minard, an 
engineer and instructor at the École Nationale 
des Ponts et Chaussées (the French National 
School of Bridges and Roads), was a pioneer of 
mapping techniques and data visualisation, and 
seemingly he often manipulated the geography, 
so that the data took 
centre-stage. So I 
would conclude 
that at the time 
this image was 
produced, it 
would have 
been a  
relatively 
ground-breaking 
visual presentation.    


