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The Metropolitan Transportation Authority subway map is a legend of the subway lines and their traversal through Manhattan and the outlining boroughs.  The map is a ubiquitous symbol of the subway system and can be found in paper form, online and on display on most subway platforms.  The map has the substantial task of conveying a very large amount of information in a very small space.  Information such as individual subway stops, connecting lines, train frequency (rush hours versus off hours), handicap access as well as connections to auxiliary services such as trains and busses must all be conveyed in the confines of the MTA map.  With so much information in such a small space, not every need is going to be met equally.  For example, only a local could follow the connections at Jay St/Borough Hall where multiple train lines intersect:
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The users of the MTA subway map are any individuals who ride the subway system.  Tourists and people new to the city rely on the map heavily to get around.  Locals tend to use the map less as they are comfortable with their daily routes.  They may consult the map when they are going to a place they have never been or if their regular train is detoured due to scheduled or oftentimes unscheduled maintenance.  For those handicapped users who brave the MTA subway, the map is necessary to point out which subway stops have elevators and handicap accessible entrances.  

The layout of the subway map closely follows New York’s topography but there are misleading inferences that could be made about subway stop locations if one was to assume that there was a direct connection between the subway map and New York’s topography.  Topographical layout above ground does not necessarily match subway layout underground and space constraints prevent the map designers from showing connections between streets and subway stops.  Due to this discrepancy, it takes new residents of New York some time to distinguish between a street map of the city and the MTA subway map.  Though it would have to be a much larger map, a secondary map which more closely correlates streets and subway stops would be an invaluable asset for a new visitor of the city.  With the new map APIs (Application Program Interface) proliferating through the Internet, individuals have taken it upon themselves to make this 
new kind of subway map:
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Users interact with the MTA subway map by finding the subway stops that are as close as possible to their current location and their intended destination.  Subway stops whose names map to the actual streets are noticed first but may be misleading.  The Broadway/Lafayette stop is not helpful if you are at Broadway and 42nd Street.  How easily an individual navigates the subway map depends on their familiarity with the city and their walking knowledge of the city’s streets.  A subway stop may have a misleading name but may be the ideal stop for an intended destination.


Residents of the city have an emotional connection to the MTA subway map and the individual stops.  The city is an urban tapestry where an individual feels the range of human emotions and the subway is how an individual navigates their personal New York.  The MTA subway map, acting as a legend for the subway, is an extension of the subway itself.  The map is as iconic as the typography and layout of the individual train lines.
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Whether the MTA subway map succeeds or not at its task depends on its intended purpose.  The map excels in breadth but has it’s shortcomings in depth.  This may be inevitable as the map must cover every subway stop in such a limited space.  When an individual uses the map for navigation, they are rarely interested in the whole map.  What they are interested in is their origin and destination, the two points critical in their path.  Depending on which parts of the map are being used, those two points may either be clear or hard to follow.  That depends on the relative complexity of the MTA network adjacent to the two spots of interest.  For a more user center approach, I would recommend a more interactive, path based map which simultaneously gives users the big picture.  A map like could easily be developed with computer technologies but could also be cleanly designed for paper form.
