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GOAL



- When does the use of GIS genuinely support research?

- How can working with GIS aid the formulation of hypotheses and arguments?

- How can layering information in GIS change the way historians approach their sources and 
think about their data?

- What role does creating visuals with GIS have for developing historical narratives?



OPPORTUNITIES





Data: DataSud Data: Geoportal Hamburg



- Distant reading – close reading

- Producing data – understanding historical sources

- data creators – map makers 

- AI technologies can aid acceleration of tedious manual work = more time to focus on design

- Working with GIS and studying GIS produced outcomes supports spatial understanding 

- Elements of ‘where’ and ‘when’



Data: Geoportal Hamburg
Screenshot: Eliane Schmid’s QGIS workspace
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- GIS models can spark interest and curiosity to dig deeper



Geoportal Hamburghttps://www.marseille.fr/environnement/presentation, Google My Maps



Marseille
241 km2 
873 076 -  3628 / km² (INSEE, 2021)

+ 700 ha ”espaces verts” (Marseille.fr, 2024)

Hamburg
755 km² 

1,96 mio -  2603 / km² (Statistik Nord, 2023)

3.242 ha ”Grünflächen” (Hamburg.de, 2022)

“La city de Marseille et les cities de taille équivalente en Europe”

                                    (Insee, Eurostat, 2022)



- Visual representation of power structures and imbalances



Data: INSEE
Screenshot: Eliane Schmid’s QGIS workspace



Data: INSEE
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CAVEATS



- Mismatch between GIS requirements and imperfection of historical sources

- GIS does not allow for gaps or ambiguities

- Difficulty of capturing time

- GIS work is labor-intensive and time consuming

- Discrepancies between mapped data and on-the-ground reality



Data: DataSud, Archives Municipales de Marseille, 554W6 
Screenshot: Eliane Schmid’s QGIS workspace





https://www.marseille.fr/environnement/presentation



https://www.marseille.fr/environnement/presentation



- GIS models are shaped by and reflect personal convictions and biases 

- GIS models are easy to manipulate



Natural Breaks

Data: DataSud, INSEE
Screenshot: Eliane Schmid’s QGIS workspace



Equal Interval

Data: DataSud, INSEE
Screenshot: Eliane Schmid’s QGIS workspace



- A map is a series of decisions – it reflects the biographies of creator, observer, user

- “80% of GIS is about transforming, manipulating and managing spatial data” 
(Jones and Schiel, 2022)



CONCLUSION



- Craft of the historian

- Power of storytelling 
(cf. Roth, 2020)

- Critical and conscious consumption



- GIS models as support systems for spatial understanding

- GIS can (and should) be used for historical reflections to enhance our conception of 
socio-temporal, - political, -demographic dynamics in historical contexts.



T H A N K  Y O U !
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