
Introduction
There have been myriad and wide-ranging attempts from
both the academic and lay communities to map the
Internet. Some have advocated the use of quantitative and
positivist data collection techniques, others have eschewed
data collection entirely and focused on the imaginary and
metaphors we use to describe and think about virtual
spaces. Zook (2008), for example mapped the geography of
domain names using Google Earth, while Branigan et al.
(2001) used trace-routes to map-out paths between virtual
destinations, and Adams and Ghose (2003) created a map of
the appropriation of the Internet by Indian immigrants to
the USA. More recently, Zook et al. (2011) have attempted
to measure the virtual distance between cities by using
Google searches and plotting their results on Google
Maps. These are just a few of the notable attempts which
have been made to visually map virtual space, many of
which are grouped together by Dodge and Kitchin (2001).
Many of the maps created have had a marked emphasis of
the representation of data, flows and usage with regards to
virtual space, focussing on packets of data delivered
between routers. Adams and Ghose’s (2003) attempt is one
which emphasizes a more individualistic, user-based regard
for Internet applications, while the other examples rely on
taking a more impersonal stance on virtual space. The
usefulness of such maps and the research behind them is
clear, though in designing our map we wanted to take an
altogether different approach.

The creation of our map was part of the assessment
for a third-year undergraduate course at the University of
Manchester. The relatively open task was to produce a
counter-map; a map which seeks to provide an alternative
account to that of professional or commercial cartography
(Wood, 1992). Wood and Krygier (2009) consider that maps
are often defined as representations of the Earth or of
nature. Suggesting a map as representational serves only to

naturalize and universalize it; obscuring important factors
such as origin, context, agency and the process of creation.
The domain of cartography has shifted in the last thirty
years: the advent of user-generated mapping and a
theoretical shift towards analysis of praxis over products
has meant that the hegemony of traditional mapping
techniques has been brought into question (Crampton and
Krygier, 2005; Perkins, 2009). In response to the kinds of
maps we had seen previously we decided that we should
take a more non-representational approach to mapping
virtual space. We considered the kinds of mapping
techniques which had been used in the past fell short of our
own multiple experiences of the virtual; defining them too
narrowly only to what can be seen and reasonably
measured. This analysis we took to be limited and thus we
sought to avoid a similar reductionism, by positing our
map and virtual spaces as antipodal to quantitative data
collection techniques.

A central consideration of non-representational theory
is the concern with everyday life and objects, with
triviality and with the apparently habitual or mundane.
Once separated from context and presented in all triviality,
the inconsequential becomes extraordinary (Thrift, 2008).
Non-representational theory is an affirmation of not just
one thing, subject or world, but many. It considers the
immediacy of experience, the reality of routine and the
importance of motion. It is this pluralism which we had
established as an aim for our own concept of the Internet,
creating a map of the virtual which emphasised the
fragility of the human experience by employing a
divergence from traditional or scientific empiricism. We did
not want the map that we were going to create to be simply
seen as a representation; artefact of the virtual or a
reflection as this is often seen as a denial of process by
considering symbols (including maps, books, films and so
on) in isolation of their respective contexts and situations
of conception (Anderson and Harrison, 2010).

SoC BULLETIN Vol 45 17

VIRTUAL TOPOGRAPHY: DESIGNING AN UNDERGROUND MAP
OF THE INTERNET

Daniel G. Cockayne, Edward Mills and Laura Woolcock

Abstract
Virtual space is often viewed as being without geography despite having distinct (though initially
hidden) geographies. As such the mapping of virtual spaces is a challenging task. Attempts in the past
have often focussed on representing graphically the relations between virtual spaces and physical
geography. While clearly relevant and useful, we felt these efforts fell short when it comes to the myriad
experiences virtual spaces can provide by showing only the empirical results of flows of information and
data. This paper therefore explores mapping the Internet from a less positivist point of view by
considering mapping the social and interactive aspects of virtual spaces. Our map is delivered from a
more personal, user-driven angle attempting to express the everyday habitual applications of the Internet
and emphasizing its malleability of meaning.

SOC Bulletin (Vol 45)_SOC Bulletin  22/05/2012  09:45  Page 17



In light of these considerations our aims became to
produce a map of the virtual which: challenged the way
people think about geography, physical space and the
Internet; attempted to move away from tradition sense- or
observation-based methodologies; and, to consider the
ways the Internet might be used on a day-to-day basis by
individuals or groups of people, thereby attempting to
incorporate non-representational thought into our map. 

Geography and the Internet: London and
the Underground
Mitchell (1995) argued that the Internet tends to ‘negate
geography’, being ‘anti-spatial’ or ‘incorporeal’. The idea
that the Internet is without geography is one that we would
consider erroneous, though we were interested in the ways
that virtual spaces have the ability to mask place,
obfuscating geography to the user. Graham (1998) points
out some of the intensely geographical and lexical
metaphors which have emerged surrounding Internet usage
including website; information superhighway; teleport (a
satellite node); even homepage. The Internet provides us
with uneven geographies neither mirroring existing

patterns, nor hailing an end to geography, but providing
new opportunities of connection and exclusion, opening
the possibility for new visions of the world (Zook, 2006).
Taylor (1997) also emphasizes the use of the word
‘geographies’ in the plural as opposed to the singular
‘geography’ when discussing the virtual, emphasizing that
the Internet is not a homogenized space. Considering the
virtual as a referent to the real world, Zook (2001: 1684)
examined domain names, stating that according to domain
registries from 1999, 95.4 per cent existed within the US,
Western Europe, Japan, and Australia. We would argue that
this is only one way to measure virtual geographies, but it
exemplifies the point that virtual spaces should be
considered to be intensely geographical.

Above ground, London is a ‘complex and chaotic
entity with few visible principles of organization’ (Vertesi
2005: 1). This can be seen especially when compared to
cities such as Paris or more obviously New York, which
are organized on a system of concentric circles or a grid
(respectively). Below ground, however, London becomes
an ordered, understandable and perfectly navigable city
which bears little relation to the actual unmanageable
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Figure 1 The Great Bear by Simon Patterson, 1992 (http://www.olivercloke.com/simon-patterson-the-great-bear)
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geography above (Vertesi, 2005). The London Tube map is
a modern icon, a symbol of London, representing not only
its complex underground public transport system, but also
the city itself. Its influence has been seen on metro maps,
cartography more generally and graphic design the world
over due to its ease of use (Vertesi, 2008; Cull, 2009). We
felt that an unclear and confusing geographical
composition was a characteristic shared between our
imaginaries of London and of virtual space. While the
London Tube map purports to manage to the space above,
it is clear that it also serves to contort geography further.
Vertesi (2008: 11) states that the tube map creates a virtual
space in which the analogous urban environment can be
experienced: it is ‘not only an interface for the subway
system, but is also metonymically used as an interface to
the city as a whole’. In this way, the map becomes London
itself. This impression of the map allows us to see London
as a whole, which is clearly not the case. As map becomes
metonym it is easy to forget that the lines and stations
described graphically have only a very limited account of
the physical space within London. 

The parallels we considered appropriate between our
map and the Internet vis-à-vis the tube map and London
were that both London and the Internet have an intense
geographies, though initially they are masked from the
user due to their complexity. A map is an object which is
often thought to attempt to make sense of things. The
London Underground map appears to do just this; though it
also contorts, distorts and compresses space. We felt
similar sentiments towards our map; by ignoring the

geography of the Internet (as the tube map does to a certain
extent) we were able to create something which we likened
to an experience of an Internet user or more accurately,
many Internet users. 

Mapping using the Design of the London
Underground
When we considered how we actually wanted the map look
(once deciding to model it on the design of the London
Underground) we examined others who had designed similar
maps. Most significantly we considered Simon Patterson’s
1992 lithograph The Great Bear which replaces the names
of the stations with significant painters, philosophers, film
stars and so on (see Figures 1 and 2). In doing so, Patterson
humorously dislocates and subverts sources of information
(Thomson, 2005: 5) and distorts the viewer to create a form
of visual art (Fawcett-Tang and Own, 2002). Patterson
intended no specific meaning for his work, stating that ‘the
idea of the viewing finishing the work is important…
meaning is always shifting; you can’t control the meaning
of a work’ (Pirman, 1997: 21, quoted in Scrivener, 2002).
The similarities of design between our map and Patterson’s
lithograph are striking and we also felt that we shared some
of the sentimentalities of his work. Thomson (2005: 10)
referred to The Great Bear when stating that the act of
viewing a piece of visual art or map is a highly personal
and context-specific experience. This malleability of
meaning and the role of the audience member or viewer in
‘finishing the work’ is something we very much wanted to
capture in our map. 
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Figure 2 Detail from The Great Bear (http://london-underground.blogspot.com/2008/12/tube-map-spoof-or-work-of-art-
simon.html)
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The Web Trends Map 2007 V2.0 is broadly similar in
theme to our map as it plots websites using the graphic
design of the Tokyo metro map (see Figure 3). This map
was designed using the two-hundred most visited websites,
with a distinctly measureable positivist quality which we
felt to be inimical to the ideals of our map, denying the
pluralism for which we strived. Aesthetically, we regarded
the Web Trends Map 2007 V2.0 as cluttered in appearance.
This claustrophobic feel we wanted to avoid by
emphasizing the empty white around the lines of our map
in order to generate a feeling of space which we felt to be
endemic of the virtual, but also a synergistic relationship
between the bold colours and the white around them.
Another map we considered is the Royal Shakespeare
Company’s Greater Shakespeare (see Figure 4). This map
displays a variety of Shakespeare’s characters on different
lines categorized by distinguishing a theme, such as
warrior, lovers, fathers and daughters and so on. We
particularly appreciated the darkly jocular themes in this
map, achieved by using the symbolism in the legend for
example by annotating Ophelia’s name with the image of
a boat (denoting ‘riverboat service’ in the key) and placing
her ‘station’ near to the river running through the map. 

Methodology of Structure and Form
To create the map we used Adobe Illustrator due to
familiarity with the software. Like Transport for London
we utilized the Johnston font. An observation we made in
response to the previous maps of the Internet we examined

was their apparent disregard to aesthetic considerations.
Much of the emphasis was purely on the representation of
data with little apparent thought given to the visual aspects
of the map, so long as it delivered the data collected in an
acceptable way. Many used Google Maps or Google Earth
as an interface which is a convenient tool for creating a
map quickly to display information, though it does not
allow for any flexibility of design. With this in mind, the
dynamic graphic design of the London Underground map
allowed us to guarantee ourselves an assurance that our
map would be visually interesting. The sense of scale was
also important to our aesthetic. From a distance, our map
looks similar enough to the London Underground map that
it could be mistaken for it. It is only when you approach
that the details of the names of stations becomes clear,
allowing the viewer to start exploring the map in more
detail.

In terms of the initial form of the map we wanted it
to broadly resemble the shape of the London Underground
map. Therefore the shapes of lines, general structure and
immediate aesthetic are similar: the Circle line surrounds
the middle of the map; the Northern line stretches from top
to bottom, diverging at similar points and the Central line
forms a horizontal division through the centre of the map
then loops around at the upper-right hand quadrant. These
are some of the features of the London Underground we
considered important and therefore strove to keep in our
design. We wanted each line to characterize a different
aspect of virtual life and therefore we tried to think of the
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Figure 3 The Web Trends Map 2007/V2, with enlarged section (Reichenstein, 2007)
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many different ways people use the Internet. This led us to
develop the lines as they now stand: music; business and
finance; technology; file sharing; visual media and so on.
There was also room for diversity within the lines. The
visual media line at one end incorporated photo-sharing
services (such as yFroy and TwitPic) through to video
streaming in the middle (YouTube and Daily Motion) to
video-streaming sites specifically for pornography at the
other end. The spatial discrepancies between stations in the
middle of the map and those at either end allowed us the
opportunity to distinguish between usages which might be
considered ‘central’, through to activities which might
exist on the fringe of Internet usage. 

The middle of our map contains sites such as
Facebook, Last.fm and iTunes; those ‘stops’ or websites
we considered most Internet users would have at least heard
of and, depending on the eccentricities of the individual,
would likely be using one or more of on a regular basis.
These lines in the middle were contained within the
‘Google line’ (following the colour and shape of the circle
line) which displays the many services Google offers such

as email, Search and Scholar, but also including some of
the lesser known functions of Google such as ‘talk’ and
‘wave’. The decision to include Google as the central
feature of our map was due to the consideration that it is
often the first place many people go when using the
Internet, especially as a search tool or email application. 

The connection between lines is something we
considered very important, as it is an essential feature of
the London Underground map. This is a specifically
prevalent consideration in terms of the very centre, where
the most complex connections emerge around the Oxford
Circus, Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square stops. In
order to maintain the integrity of shape, varied convergence
of lines and colour we therefore had to find several virtual
spaces which could exist in several of the categories which
we had denoted. Our iteration of these central stops became
MySpace, Amazon and iTunes since they are relatively
flexible services in terms of what they offer, allowing them
to belong to more than one line, and we considered that
most users of virtual spaces would have heard of them or
be using them frequently. The combination of our iteration
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Figure 4 Greater Shakespeare (Royal Shakespeare Company, 2007). Inspired by the London Underground map and

reproduced with kind permission of Transport for London. Created in collaboration by Kit Grover Ltd and Dr Hester Lees-

Jeffries, St Catherine’s College, Cambridge. 

© Royal Shakespeare Company/Kit Grover Ltd.
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of the District and Circle lines turned out to be too
complex to achieve, simply because we would have had to
find a number of websites which interacted with both the
‘Google’ and ‘business and finance’ lines. In order to
maintain the integrity of the allegory we established with
the Google line, we decided to have the business and
finance line running parallel to it, rather than directly
alongside it. Another feature of particular note we felt was
the cyclical upper-rightmost aspect of the District line (in
our map the ‘social networks’ line). Here we placed various
forms of online gaming, including World of Warcraft and

SecondLife through to (more familiarly) Steam and
PopCap. This was a conscious annexation, considering the
extent to which online gaming in the extreme of
SecondLife or World of Warcraft might be considered
unusual to other users of virtual spaces.

Another area which we considered carefully was the
key (see Figure 5). This area we considered an opportunity
for some of the humour shown in the Greater Shakespeare
map. Mimetic to the jocose sentiments of the Royal
Shakespeare Company’s map, the key contains the same
symbolism used by Transport for London, though denoting
different conditions. The ‘check before you travel’ symbol
is the same for example, though depending on the website
it can refer to (among other messages) ‘content unsuitable
for those under 18’; ‘in beta, possible delays’ and
‘additional charges may apply’. Such maintenance and
logistical content you may also find being recommended
by Transport for London, making the double entendre
effective.

The decisions we have made regarding structure, form
and aesthetics have been enacted in order to generate
multiple user experiences. The stops are not all ‘websites’
but a variety of kinds of virtual spaces. These extended
beyond what can be accessed simply through a browser,
including amorphous user-generated content (the ‘wikis’
line; our iteration of the DLR [Docklands Light Railway]);
content not necessarily accessed through a browser at all
(e.g. Steam and iTunes) and content such as virtual
gaming. We collected as little empirical data as possible for
the ‘stops’ displayed on the map; rather these decisions
were made based upon an amalgamation of sources. These
included the virtual spaces we utilized on a habitual basis
and our assumed experiences of others which were gathered
in part by looking at usage statistics and considering the
opinions of friends. We also decided upon some sites
simply by searching on Google or through the blogs of
others and online recommendations. Sites and spaces were
chosen based on a relatively arbitrary basis, designed to
show a wide range of user-ship and pursue a similar
malleability of purpose and meaning with which Simon
Patterson designed The Great Bear. While clearly some of
our own thoughts and opinions are visible and evident in
the map, we tried not to betray a feeling of ‘representation’
or biography, in line with our desire to explore the non-
representational, which is seen to be ‘resolutely
anti-biographical and pre-individual’ (Thrift, 2008: 7).

Conclusions
The irony of using the intensely geometric structure of the
London Tube map has not been lost on us, considering
dominant conceptions of space and place within current
geographical thought, which deny previously the celebrated
pre-existing, objective or Euclidean space (Lefebvre, 1991:
127). Rather it is a comment on the paradoxical necessity
of the design of the Underground Map qua London in the
face of fallacious geography. In this way the map is not
intended as objective or absolute, but is designed as
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Figure 5 The key showing the lines and 'check before you

travel' information in detail
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something mutable. We use this dissonance to reinforce the
point that the Internet can be personal and individual,
sentimental and highly reflexive. Castells (1996: 413)
considered virtual space in terms of ‘nodes and hubs’ but we
considered that the lines and stops on our map should be
examined in respect to the white space around them. In this
way, we hoped that are map would not be considered in
terms of hegemonic Cartesian space, but as rhizomatic in
design.

We feel that our iteration of a map of the Internet is
successful in the ways that it eschews traditional data
collection and cartographic techniques which in the past
have focussed on empiricism. It enables and is open to a
multiplicity of interpretation and is not based upon the
ideals or experiences of any one individual. It is exemplary
of non-representational theory for this reason and also
because it exhibits that which may be considered common-
place, the triviality of which can be celebrated. The merit
of the aesthetic of the London Underground as a vehicle can
be seen in its familiarity and its dynamic use of colour
juxtaposed against white space. Overall the map allows us
an interesting insight into potential user experiences of
virtual space, while challenging the dominant hegemony of
mapping methodologies.
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Editor’s Note
Regrettably, despite all efforts in seeking permission from
Transport for London, the authors’ counter-map could not
be reproduced in this paper due to copyright restrictions
concerning usage of the London Tube map.
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