
After the wonderful session at the Bristol Summer
School on Maps in Art, I had an idea to write an article
discussing the maps you find in fiction. Literature could be
said to be a form of art, and some of the maps certainly are;
most being as fictional as the stories they accompany,
though some may echo reality quite closely. I was all set to
reveal that not only are these maps there to improve our
understanding as readers, but also that the authors may
often use these maps in the plotting of their story from the
early stages. Not just the ones we see; but many others that
were never intended for us.

However, I discovered that Paul Theroux had beaten
me to this observation – and with a brilliant quote from
Robert Louis Stevenson too – with the extract from
‘Sunrise with Seamonsters’ that appeared in Bulletin Vol
37 No 1.

That’s it then, I thought. There’s no point writing an
article any more. But then I saw that I had a reply from one
of the authors I contacted before reading the extract from
Paul Theroux. I had posted a request on Bernard
Cornwell’s web site, having been advised that he makes
use of maps in his novels and that he actually answers
these emails enthusiastically. 

The first three words of Mr Cornwell’s response
were, “I love Maps”. So here again was a dilemma. Now I
felt I owed it to him, for replying to my request, to actually
write the article, or at least an article of some kind. With
encouragement from Steve Chilton too, it was decided.
You see; I love maps too. I also love books, so when the
two fit nicely together I’m in my element. 

An Author’s Tool?
We know that authors use maps in planning their

novels: Robert Louis Stevenson explains how the map can
almost write the story, or at least elements of it. But the
reverse is also true: a story, or the need for one, can create
a map. I imagine it’s mostly a bit of both.

And even if there is no actual map in a novel, this
doesn’t mean the author didn’t make use of one or many.
Think of the text itself and how it can take you on a journey
through some ancient, modern or completely fictional
landscape – forming the map in your mind, if not actually

on the page. There would surely have been a map or two
involved at some stage in the creation of such a narrative.

I now have to admit to my own attempts at writing. I
have been working on a novel, of which a large part is a
journey. When I got to the point where the characters were
to begin the journey, I got stuck! I spent some time
wondering how to plan the journey, how long each part
would be, how far they would go, how many days it would
take. There were more questions than answers.

Then I had the brainwave – I needed a map! I have
no idea why I hadn’t done this right at the start (especially
as I had already drawn a smaller map of the setting for the
first part of the story). I have been creating maps of one
kind or another since I started my degree in 1991 (is it
really that long ago!) and even beyond that into the dim
and distant past: school projects and the like. So how hard
could it be to make up a new map now. Well, it wasn’t that
hard. I knew where the destination was, and some of what
would happen on the way. I just began, a little hesitantly at
first, with the starting point of the journey at the bottom of
the page (the journey was going north) and then put in the
destination at the top of the page, off to the west a bit. Now
all I had to do was fill in about 30/40 days worth of travel.
I got more confident as I went along, generating more of
the plot as I went: here be wild creatures, and all that. I
spent the most enjoyable hour drawing (yes, roughly, by
hand) mountains and rivers, the route and villages along
the way. The best part was that I now knew how I was
going to write my next 6 chapters and what would happen
in each.

I doubt I could have ever written any book without
using maps – not that I’ve finished yet. It gave me a real
insight to the maps in novels. I realised that the authors
needed the maps much more than the reader and probably
spent a long time creating, interpreting and just staring at
them in general – searching for inspiration. Here is what
Bernard went on to say about his use of maps:

“I certainly use them as a planning tool – heavily –
I'm writing about Alfred and Athelney at the moment
and, though I've visited Athelney, I have a map board
smothered with the OS 1:25000 maps of the
Somerset Levels, and overlaid with an old 6" map. I
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know that the Levels have changed out of
recognition in the last 1100 years, but the maps are
still hugely useful.”

The Quality Issue
Bernard also shed some light on another problem

with maps in books. I mean; you don’t often see one that’s
clear and easy to read. I’ve often been rather disappointed
with these maps: and as a cartographer I’m constantly
wanting to correct them. No doubt many of you feel the
same. Well, I’m delighted to learn (because I couldn’t
believe that someone who paid so much attention to detail
in their novel would go on to ignore the maps) that this
may be more the fault of the publishers than the authors
themselves, if this example is anything to go by. Here are
Bernard’s comments: 

“one of the frustrations is that I never see the maps
that are printed in the books – they get delivered too
late and are bound in at the last moment … the maps
in the books are often barely adequate.”

So, don’t necessarily blame the authors; it may not
be their fault – but instead why not encourage the
publishers to do better. Perhaps there is even some work
there for us! 

A Few Examples
Of the maps I have seen from books, the vast majority

appear to be hand-drawn. This may be because they are
fictional, or perhaps to reflect details of the characters in the
novel such as their age or background. The maps in
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings were the archetypal
fantasy standard, which many have copied. They have old
italic writing, side-on 3-D objects such as trees making up
a forest or towers or ships. George Orwell’s 1984 has an
interesting map, on his own projection, that can be read in
two significantly different ways. Lewis Carroll even
included a map with nothing on it in The Hunting of the
Snark. Many do use reality as their base to which they add
their own fantasy, as in the 1984 map, but for a good
example of a mixture of reality and fantasy have a look at
Thomas Hardy’s Wessex. Real names are in roman/normal
type and fantasy names in italic, all on the same base. Here
is the URL if you wish to view these examples:
http://cccw.adh.bton.ac.uk/schoolofdesign/MA.COURS
E/Lmaps05.html 

I’m sure the internet holds many other examples of
maps, both good and bad, created by authors as a by-
product of their novel. Have a look, you never know what
you might discover.

I suppose many of the fictional books that contain
maps are of the fantasy genre to a varying degree: from
Treasure Island to The Lord of the Rings, Under the
Greenwood Tree to the Sharpe series. Not all strictly what
you would call fantasy books, but there is always an
element of fantasy there – even if it’s just the made up
place names. This may be the overriding reason for the
hand-drawn nature of these maps – to reflect the fantastical
worlds depicted.

Conclusion
It’s certainly been fun to explore this subject briefly,

and I think now I’ve started, I’ll certainly be on the look-
out for more interesting maps in the fronts of novels. So
next time you pick up a novel, one that has a map at the
beginning, think about how the author may have used it to
help create and plan their story: the walls in their homes
covered in maps, and the hours spent pouring over them,
looking for some inspiration; something to further the plot.
And if the map isn’t up to scratch, why not write to the
publisher: not just to complain, but to offer your services.
And while you’re at it, perhaps you could mention a fellow
cartographer who is writing a book, with maps, and would
very much like to have it published one day!
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Maps can bring a story to life for the reader, and the author


