
GEOB 472: Assignment 3 
Web cartography: Introduction to MapBox and TileMill 

Due Feb. 26th before 2:00 pm; worth 5% of final mark 

There are many types of maps on the web, including static maps, animated maps, and interactive maps, 
and there are many programs that facilitate map design for the web. In this assignment you will become 
familiar with a web map design and hosting service, MapBox, and a web map design program, TileMill. 
MapBox and TileMill are easy to use, open source, and flexible, and they easily facilitate excellent map 
design. In the follow-up to this assignment (Assignment 4), you will use your skills with TileMill and 
MapBox to visualize some complex archaeological data. 
 
Setup 
Visit http://mapbox.com and explore the site. There is a video you can watch and a tour you can take. 
Have a look at the About page to see the history of MapBox and who works for the company. 
 
Make yourself a free MapBox account at https://tiles.mapbox.com/signup. 
 
You can make a simple map by adding symbols to selection of map backgrounds right on the MapBox 
site, similar to the way you can add your own placemarks to Google Maps, but to work with complex 
data of your own, you will need to use TileMill, which is a piece of free software that allows you to 
upload your own data, have full control over design, and add interactive elements to your map. Maps 
made in TileMill are easily published on the MapBox website. 
 
If you are using a computer in Geog 239, you will find TileMill software installed on your computer. If 
you are working on your own computer, you can install the program for free by following the 
instructions at http://mapbox.com/tilemill/docs/win-install/. 
 
Start TileMill. Select Settings from the left menu and choose Authorize to connect TileMill to your 
MapBox account.  
 
If you are working in Geog 239, keep the Settings menu open and change the location where TileMill will 
save your work from ~\Documents\MapBox to C:\data\MapBox. REMEMBER: when you finish working, 
close TileMill and then move your MapBox folder from C:\data to the H:\ drive. To start work again, 
move the folder from H:\ back to C:\data BEFORE starting TileMill.  
 
If you are working on your own computer, you can leave the saving location as ~\Documents\MapBox. 
 
Crash Course 
Follow the TileMill “crash course” (tutorial) at 
http://mapbox.com/tilemill/docs/crashcourse/introduction/. When you reach the section on exporting 
your map, instead of exporting a .MBTiles file, you will upload your work to MapBox instead so it can be 
viewed on the web. 
 
Uploading to MapBox 
Click on the wrench icon at the top right to open the Project Settings panel. Set the zoom to 1-6 and 
centre the map on Vancouver (refer to the Exporting section of the crash course for hints on how to do 
this). 
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Select Export at the top right, then Upload. Make sure that your MapBox account is listed. If it is not, 
select Change Account, disable the existing account, and authorize your account. A window with a 
progress bar will pop up with the upload status. When the upload is complete (it may take a few 
minutes), go to http://mapbox.com and log in to view your newly uploaded map. 
 
Click the Share button at the top left of the map. Copy the HTML embed code into an email to hand in. 
This code allows the map to be viewed on a web page or in a blog post. 
 
Hand In 
This assignment must be handed in via email to samuel.walker@geog.ubc.ca. In your email, include: 

1. The embed code for your map 
2. 200 words explaining what CSS (Cascading Style Sheets) is and how it is used, and what CartoCSS 

(the map styling language used by TileMill) is and how it is used.  
 

Hint: there is a good overview of CartoCSS (sometimes called simply Carto) in TileMill, at the 
bottom left above the Layers panel. 
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