
SPATIAL REALITIES AND CARTOGRAPHIC DISTORTIONS: 
Tudor and Stuart Maps of Plymouth and its Region 
Mark Brayshay 

Tudor and Stuart maps of Plymouth and its region contain a wealth of evidence in both pictorial and 
more conventional cartographic imagery. Such maps can be understood and appreciated only if they 
are evaluated in the context of their original use and within a broad interpretive framework which 
examines not only their planimetric accuracy, but also the symbolic and propaganda messages which 
their cartographers intended to convey. 

Introduction 

A revolution in English map-making occurred during 
the Tudor era. By the sixteenth century there were sharp 
increases in both the number of maps being made and the 
level of demand for them by a variety of users (Tyacke & 
Huddy, 1980; Tyacke, 1983). Government and society at 
large increasingly appreciated maps as repositories of reli
able geographical information. An ever more faithful 
representation of the landscapes of England was made 
possible by significant improvements in the techniques of 
scientific survey and cartography (Bonisch, 1967; 
Blakemore & Harley, 1982). Yet Tudor cartographers com
bined their older skills as artists with newer ones as 
scientists, a blend nowhere more brilliantly displayed than 
in the magnificent series of county maps produced by 
Christopher Saxton in the 1570s, and topped off by his 
composite map of England and Wales, published in 1583 
(Skelton, 1951, 1974; Tyacke & Huddy, 1980; Ravenhill, 
1983). But Saxton's achievement was built on at least 
three-quarters of a century of progress. Although he was 
the first to produce a full set of county maps of England and 
Wales, all drawn to a standard specification, many individ
ual towns, regions and localities had already been depicted 
by a succession of map-makers who possessed a compara
ble level of technical virtuosity (Fordham, 1928; Skelton, 
1970; Tyacke, 1983). 

The emergence in Europe by the sixteenth century of 
centralised nation states produced a growing need by their 
monarchs to define and defend territory against external 
threats and to regulate provincial society. Maps were vital 
to meet these requirements (Skelton, 1970). Moreover, the 
Renaissance had encouraged the educated elite to cultivate 
an interest in geography, and maps came to be regarded as 
a proper and respectable interest for Tudor gentlemen (M or
gan, 1979). At the same time, technical innovations 
increased the accura"'y and sophistication of surveying in
struments and thereby vastly extended the scope, quality 
and accuracy of the geographical infonnation which maps 
were capable of conveying (Dickerson, 1951; Chilton, 
1958; Roche, 1983; Turner, 1983). Indeed, for the first 
time, surveying and cartography was viewed as a worth-
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while and respected profession. Maps provided an impor
tant new opportunity for Englishmen to perceive and 
conceptualise the basic geography of the nation in a way 
which hitherto had been almost impossible. This new 
geographical awareness, effectively created by the avail
ability of maps, adds up to a sixteenth-century information 
revolution with far-reaching political, social and economic 
implications which have been discussed elsewhere by a 
number of distinguished authors (Blakemore & Harley, 
1982; Harley, 1983; Ravenhill, 1991). But maps were still 
frequently precisely targeted, sometimes to a single individ
ual, or perhaps towards particular groups of users, and in 
seeking to recover the detailed nuances and subtleties which 
sixteenth and seventeenth century map-makers intended to 
convey, it is essential to understand the individual, unique 
purpose which each map was expressly made to serve 
(Gilmartin, 1984; Harley, 1983, 1985, 1988). 

Despite considerable growth during the Tudor and 
Stuart period in both the demand for and supply of maps, 
they nonetheless remained relatively rare and special ob
jects. They were also liberally embellished with pictorial 
imagery and thus united a prevailing enthusiasm for deco
rative curiosities, allegory and hidden meaning, to the more 
utilitarian depiction of real topography (Morgan, 1979). 
Indeed, Blakemore and Harley (1982) argue that despite the 
undoubted technical improvements in Tudor cartography, 
involving new systems of instrumentation and measure
ment, maps retained some of the crucial communicative 
properties of pictures. Simply by dint of geometry and 
scale, they suggest, maps do not become a different class of 
image and in uncovering the meaning of Tudor maps it may 
be better to regard them as a specialised geometric picture 
in which geometry was part, but only a part, of the total 
message. Historians of cartography have recently begun to 
apply the techniques of art historians in the evaluation of 
early maps (Harley, 1983). In particular they have sought 
to identify and explain the symbolic meaning encoded 
either consciously or unconsciously by the cartographer in 
the map image. In fact it is suggested that the total image 
may be read as a kind of shorthand language conveying not 
only a practical message, but also an embedded symbolic 
moral, religious, political or social meaning. The decora
tion added to a map by a sixteenth-century cartographer 
thus deliberately qualified and augmented the objective 
cartographic information. A further dimension was thereby 
added to the map as a literal geographical statement and it 
should be appreciated and interpreted in that context. 



The Evaluation of Tudor and Stuart Maps of Plymouth 

A number of impressive Tudor and Stuart manuscript 
and printed maps of Plymouth have survived. Indeed, 
owing to the undoubted strategic importance of the town to 
the wider defence needs of the realm, especially during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Plymouth ranks as one 
of the most frequently mapped places in England. Vulner
able when invasion threatened and vital as a naval base 
when wars were waged, from at least the time of Henry VIII, 
maps of Plymouth and the Sound were viewed as crucial 
documents helping to shape military planning and decision 
making. Moreover, the maps often conveyed much more 
than basic information about military geography. Several 
are rich in detail and employ an impressive range of picto
rial imagery. Given the quantity and quality of extant 
sixteenth and seventeenth-century maps of Plymouth, it is 
a surprise to fmd that, apart from a recent inventory-style 
catalogue, very little work has been carried out on them 
(Stuart, 1991). It seems that their scholarly study has been 
an unjustifiably neglected line of enquiry in Plymouth's 
local history. As a collection, early maps of Plymouth offer 
an ideal opportunity not only to explore a range of general 
questions regarding the character and purpose of Tudor and 
Stuart cartography, but also to evaluate aspects of the em
bedded symbolic meaning and the planimetric accuracy of 
the cartographic image. In this paper, six maps of Ply
mouth, made between c. 1540 and 1644, have been selected 
in order to make an examination of aspects of past carto
graphic representations of the town and its region . 
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The Henry VIII Military Survey and its Image of Ply
mouth, c. 1540 

In the late 1530s Henry VIII faced the threat of foreign 
invasion and as part of his response he ordered a survey to 
be made of England's south coast defences (Brayshay, 
1987). The result was the great pictorial map now pre
served in the British Library (Fig. 1). The section depicting 
Plymouth and the Sound inevitably focuses on the anchor
ages, beaches and bays, the vulnerable landing places and 
their protective artillery towers, bulwarks and ordnance. 
But in fact the map shows a great deal more. As a document 
intended to brief the King and his Council, information is 
conveyed in a manner readily accessible to a group c:i. 
educated politicians. The imagery employed is specifically 
aimed at those who might not necessarily have been per
sonally familiar with the locality, but who understood the 
strategic role ofPlymouth and its place as part of the wider 
provincial scene. The map serves eloquently in the place 
of a wriuen description not only of the local topography, but 
also a range of social, economic and political realities. It 
conveys a well-focused picture of the key priorities and 
distribution of power in the town and its neighbourhood in 
the late 1530s and early 1540s. Thus, while the dissolution 
of the monasteries was by then already well advanced, the 
map strongly conveys an image of the remaining physical 
symbols of the centuries-old power, wealth and prestige of 
the church. The map-maker therefore consciously gives 
disproportionate prominence for example to the Benedic
tine Abbey of Tavistock, to the Carmellite Friary in 

Fig. 1 Henry VIII Defence Map c. 1540: BL Cotton MS Augustus I i 35-36, 38-39. This portion shows Plymouth Sound. 
Reproduced by permission of the Department of Manuscripts of the British Ubrary. 
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Plymouth and to the Augustinian Priory at Plympton. It is 
no accident that these religious establishments are drawn 
especially large and with such care. Moreover, the abiding 
importance of the secular church in early sixteenth century 
society is also acknowledged by the over-large depiction of 
parish churches, such as that of St Andrews at the heart of 
old Plymouth. 

The pervading power of the provincial gentry is under
lined by a prominence accorded to the well-stocked deer 
parks and mansions lying close to Plymouth at Edgcumbe, 
Antony and Restormel. Ships of varying size, riding safely 
at anchor in the estuaries of the Tamar and Ply m are visual 
symbols of the town's prosperous maritime commerce, 
while the warships, especially the magnificent vessel 
shown in great detail at the entrance to Plymouth Sound, 
are examples of a much-used cartographic icon deliberately 
employed here to demonstrate that even though a foreign 
enemy threatened, the local community was nevertheless 
well protected by the power and presence of the king's 
men-of-war. Indeed, the warships may be regarded as a 
metaphor for royal power extending to the seas around 
England. In employing a familiar symbol, the cartographer 
probably intended both to flauer Henry Vlll himself and to 
provide reassurance to vulnerable coastal communities. 

Fig. 2 Part of Spry's Plot c. 1585: BL CoHon MS Augustus 1141. 

The depiction of townspeople standing in Plymouth's 
streets adds to the overall portrait of tranquillity and pros~ 
perity designed to inform the King and the Privy Council in 
London that the inhabitants of Plymouth viewed the pros
pect of invasion with a proper degree of equanimity. The 
total message therefore shows Plymouth as an orderly, 
wealthy town, protected by strong fortifications and ships 
at sea. Moreover, the old symbols of authority -the church 
and the landed gentry -presided reassuringly in their tradi
tional positions of great prominence in the locality. The 
cartographer thus used these pictorial images to send what 
amounts to an extraordinarily effective graphic study of the 
locality. 

A late-Eiizabethan Image of Plymouth: Spry's Plot, c. 
1585 

Even when Tudor maps were drawn for a very narrow 
and specific purpose, they often made a wider social and 
political statement. In the 1580s Plymouth was seeking to 
convince Elizabeth's parliament of the need for a leat to 
bring fresh water from Dartmoor to supply the town. A map 
was made, almost certainly by the town's own cartographer, 
Robert Spry, to accompany the borough's petition (Fig. 2); 
one version survives at Hatfield House and there is another 

Reproduced by permission of the Department of Manuscripts of the British Ubrary. 
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in the British Librruy (Skelton & Summerson, 1971). Some 
authorities have suggested that the map was made in 1591 
at the time that the leat was actually being dug (Stuart, 
1991). This, however, seems improbable and the somewhat 
exaggerated manner in which the water course is shown 
suggests instead that the map was made to depict a project 
at the planning, rather than the execution, stage. Thus, 
ostentationally drawn in order to attract maximum attention 
at the time when support for the project was sought, the leat 
is inevitably the most prominent feature of Spry's plot, but 
his map is also rich in symbolic meaning. Its content may 
be viewed as another graphic metaphor, this time repre
senting the changing realities of later Elizabethan England. 
Plymouth's maritime and mercantile importance was again 
richly symbolised by the exquisite drawings of ships. But 
by including pictures of ships, the cartographer also artfully 
underlined the fact that the requirements of vessels for 
supplies of fresh water imposed a severe additional demand 
on the town's inadequate resources and that the proposed 
leat would help to solve the problem. This is not, however, 
the only coded message conveyed by the map. The renewed 
threats of foreign invasion had wrought a widespread sense 
of insecurity in the locality prompting Spry to show the 
warning beacons as massive, dominant features of the 
coastal landscape. The dissolution of the great power of the 

, 
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church, begun in the later 1530s and, by the date of Spry's 
Plot, virtually completed, was also implicitly acknow
ledged by the reduced scale at which churches and 
monastery buildings were depicted On the map drawn 
forty years earlier, they had towered above all else, but now 
in their diminished role, they no longer dominate the paper 
landscape. By contrast, the careful inclusion of the homes 
oflocal gentlemen reaff'1111led their continued pre-eminence 
in the social hierarchy. However, even here, with the rising 
importanceofthecounty'sLordLieutenantandhisdeputies 
(none of whom lived close to Plymouth) the influence of 
Plymouth's neighbouring gentry had sharply declined and 
their estates accordingly were shown less prominently. 

Questions of Planimetric Accuracy: The Grenville Map 
of Plymouth's Armada Defences, 1587 

By the 1580s there is no doubt that Elizabeth and her 
advisors had become acutely aware of the propaganda value 
of maps (Raven hill, 1991 ). Moreover, it is clear that maps
makers consciously distorted geographic infonnation in 
order to convey a particular image to an intended user. 
However, surveying and drafting techniques, as well as the 
quality and precision of the available instruments, also 
meant that sixteenth and seventeenth century maps still 
contained unconscious distortions. The extent to which 
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Fig. 3 Map of Plymouth Sound c. 1587: PRO MPF 6 (SP 46/36/4) endorsed 'Sr Ric Grenvyle for the fortifying of Plymm'. 
Reproduced by permission of the Controller of HM Stationery Office. 
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early maps unwittingly present inaccurate spatial informa
tion has attracted considerable academic attention 
(Bonisch, 1967; Harley, 1968; Ravenhill & Gilg, 1974; 
Laxton, 1976; Stone & Gemmell, 1977). Attempts have 
been made to quantify and evaluate the planimetric accu
racy of early maps (Stone, 1972; Murphy, 1978). A wide 
range of tests have been developed, some employing com
plicated algorithms which have attracted the criticism that 
they wield a 'sledge hammer to crack a nut' (Blakemore & 
Harley, 1982). But a simple objective evaluation of the 
accuracy with which geographical information has been 
plotted can help to sh~ ~ght on the original purpose and 
value of a particular map. 

The survey of Plymouth Sound drafted in 1587, to 
accompany the inquiries made by Sir Richard Grenville into 
the state of the defences of the South West coasts at the time 
of the Spanish Armada threat, provides an opportunity to 
evaluate the planimetric accuracy of a key military planning 
document (Fig. 3, overleaf). This map, now preserved in 
the Public Record Office, undoubtedly shaped the develop
ment of both national and local policy at a critical time in 
the sixteenth century. But precisely how accurate is the 
information depicted on the map? The answer to this key 
question must be sought on two levels. First, the probity of 
the evidence contained in the map must be considered For 
example, it depicts the deployment of soldiers and ordnance 
around Plymouth Sound and notes recommendations for 
the building of new gun emplacements and the augmenta
tion of artillery. Whether this information was intended as 
an accurate statement about defences, or whether it was no 
more than a generalised impression, is not easily estab
lished without reference to other documentary sources. In 
fact, in the case of the Grenville map, it is possible to test it 
against both local and national records which appear to 
verify its credibility and truthfulness as a statement both of 
what was planned and what was actually deployed (Bray
shay, 1987). 

On a second level, the accuracy of the Grenville map 
as a true representation of the geography of Plymouth 
Sound may be tested. Here a direct comparison with a 
modem Ordnance Survey map can be made to assess its 
planimetric characteristics. In so doing it is possible to 
evaluate the quality of the basic geographical intelligence 
available to those who bore the weight of responsibility at 
the time of the Armada emergency. A simple test of orien
tation such as that first developed by Stone (1972), and used 
by many others, was used here to compare the bearings 
between 21 identifiable features depicted on the Grenville 
map of Plymouth with those between the same points 
shown on the modem Ordnance Survey map of the same 
area (Stone & Gemmell, 1977; Murphy,1978). The results 
indicate that the outline geography of Plymouth and the 
Sound was depicted with a remarkably high level of plani
metric precision on the 1587 map. Linear regression was 
employed to express this correspondence between the two 
sets of measurements in a quantitative manner (Table I; Fig. 
4). This shows that although distortion increases slightly 
towards the open coastline lying to the east and west of the 
Sound, key landmarks within the Haven were generally 
mapped with quite remarkable accuracy. 
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TABLE I 

BEARtNGS AND LOCATIONS USED IN REGRESSION ANALYSIS 
OF THE 1587 'GRENVILLE' MAP 
Baseline: Fisher's Nose- Mount Batten 
Location 1587 O.S. (1:50,000) 

bearing bearing 
(degrees) (degrees) 

Sutton Pool 200.0 190.0 
Pomphlett 304.0 259.0 
Tumchapel 280.5 295.0 
Yealm Point 350.0 328.0 
Mewstone 339.0 349.0 
DWlStone Point 347.0 341.0 
Staddon Point 359.0 358.0 
Drake'slsland 73.5 64.0 
Penlee Point 55.0 44.0 
Rame Head 60.0 49.5 
Millbrook 106.0 79.0 
Insworke Point 110.0 915 
Cremyll Point 109.0 90.5 
Penhale 112.5 95.0 
Deadman's Point 125.5 100.0 
Stonehouse Creek 124.0 102.0 
Millbay 151.0 110.5 
Torpoint 136.5 113.0 
Anthony Passage 140.5 123.0 
Upper Wilcove 141.0 127.0 
Anthony House 132.5 117.0 
[note: bearings measured to 0.5°] 
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Fig. 4 Linear Regression Analysis of Accuracy of 1587 
'GrenviUe Map' of Plymouth Sound. 

As a map for planning military operations, its high 
level of precision undoubtedly enhanced its practical use
fulness. Decisions regarding the positioning of ordnance 
capable of covering particularly vulnerable stretches of 
coastline could be taken based upon highly accurate geo
graphical assessments, while the range of the guns could be 
related to likely targets negotiating the deep channel routes 
into Plymouth Sound. It seems clear that this 1587 map was 
based on an accurate instrumented survey of the locality 
which may well have involved triangulation. 
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Fig. 5 'A Plolt ot all the Coast ot Cornwall and Devonshire as they were to bee tortyfied In 1588 against the landing ot 
any Enemy': BL Cotton MS Augustus I I 6. Reproduced by permission of the Department of Manuscripts of the British 
Library. 

Accuracy Tests as a Means to Reconstruct the Map
Making Process: The South West Defences Map, 1588 

Tests of accuracy can sometimes help to shed light not 
only on the manner in which early maps were surveyed, but 
also the manner of compilation (Blakemore & Harley 
1982). An example is the extraordinary map, now in the 
British Library, which purports to show the defences of the 
South West as they were in 1588 (Fig. 5). At first glance 
this appears to be no more than a rough sketch, but closer 
inspection reveals that the most important South West har
bours and havens are actually drawn very carefully and it 
is only in the depiction of intervening stretches of coastline 
that no great care has been expended. Although no direct 
documentary evidence exists to support the notion, it seems 
likely that a series of maps of individual ports and havens 
have been copied and integrated to create a single map of 
the entire peninsula, thereby enabling military strategists to 
appreciate the defence considerations of particular places 
within their overall regional context. Simple tests of the 
accuracy of orientation similar to those already employed 
in evaluating the Grenville map were carried out sepamtely 
for the havens of Plymouth, Helford, Falmouth and the 
Mounts Bay area (fable II; Figs 6, 7 & 8). In the case of 
Plymouth Sound the accuracy with which fourteen of the 
landscape features already measured on the Grenville map 
was assessed on the 1588 composite map. In addition, the 
positions of a further five locations were evaluated. In 
comparing these bearings with modem Ordnance Survey 
data it is clear that the basic geography of the Sound was 
again mapped with great accuracy. Much the same result 
was obtained by assessing the Falm outh deep water anchor
ages of Carrick Roads and the Helford River. In the latter 
case, it is suggested that two landmarks (namely Dennis 
Head and Groyne Point) were not included in the instru
mented survey and were simply sketched in when the 
composite map was being assembled. The effect is to 
reduce the apparent accuracy with which the Helford River 
haven was mapped. A similar juxtaposition of an accu
rately surveyed anchorage linked by the cartographer with 
a generalised stretch of coastline occurs in the far west of 
Cornwall where the havens lying close to Penzance and 
Newlyn, as well in St Ives Bay and Sennen Cove, are all 

6 

depicted with remarkable precision, while the eastern side 
of Mounts Bay is merely sketched in to provide a link with 
the Lizard. When those areas patently not covered by an 
accurate survey are excluded from the analysis, the plani
metric accuracy of key parts of the map remains 
impressively high. The tests applied to particular parts of 
this map would seem therefore to lend persuasive support 
to the theory that it is in reality a composite document which 
intentionally brought together a series of carefully surveyed 
images of vulnerable coastal locations and arranged them 
in their correct geographical sequence. It was a device 
which met a specific, perhaps urgent, need for geogmphical 
information. Since the original users of the map had no 
great need to see the zones lying between the various havens 
upon 'which they wished to focus attention, it is clearly 
important to understand and interpret the map from their 
perspective. Planimetric evaluation has clearly helped to 
yield an important insight into the original purpose of this 
map. 
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Fig. 6 Unear Regression Analysis ot Accuracy ot Plymouth 
Sound as shown on the 1588 Defence Map. 
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TABLE II 

BEARINGS AND LOCATIONS USED IN REGRESSION ANALYSIS 
OF THE 1588 'DEFENCE' MAP OF THE SOUTH WEST 
Baseline: St Andrews Church Tower to Sultan Harbour 
Location 1588 O.S. (1:50,000) 

Pornphlett 
Turnchapel 
Mews tone 
Drake's Island 
Penlee Point 
Rarne Head 
Mill brook 
Insworke Point 
Crernyll Point 
Penhale 
Deadrnan's Point 
Torpoint 
Anthony Passage 
Upper Wi lcove 1 
Mount Batten 
Wernbury Beach 
Devil's Point 
Pier Cellars 
Weston Mill 

bearing bearing 
(degrees) (degrees) 

10.5 -28.0 
9.0 32.5 

45.5 70.5 
94.0 120.0 
79.0 119.0 
95.5 130.5 

146.b 151.0 
152.5 162.0 
145.5 156.0 
156.5 168.5 
167.5 174.0 
180.0 190.0 
183.5 203.5 
86.0 208.0 
36.0 58.0 
32.0 59.0 

123.0 148.0 
90.0 124.0 

183.5 203.5 
Baseline: St Michae/'s Mount to Penzance Pier 
Location 1588 O.S. (1:50,000) 

Newlyn north 
Newlyn south 
Mousehole 
Larnorna Point 
Marazion Causeway 
StErth 
St Ives Harbour Pier 
Towans 
Hay le Estuary 
Cape Cornwall 
Sennen 
Lizard Point 
Predannack 
Pedngwinian 
Trewavas 

bearing bearing 
(degrees) (degrees) 
142.5 163.0 
133.5 156.5 
113.0 133.5 
100.5 126.5 
262.0 270.0 
291.0 289.0 
275.0 288.0 
279.5 285.0 
274.0 284.0 
189.0 180.0 
161.0 163.0 

1.5 37.5 
349.0 35.0 
346.0 25.5 
238.5 15.5 

Baseline: St M awes Castle to Pendennis Castle 
Location 1588 O.S. (1:50,000) 

bearing bearing 
(degrees) (degrees) 

Trefusis Point 56.0 45.0 
Falrnouth Harbour 33.0 25.0 
Falrnouth (north) 13.0 19.0 
Swanpool Point 7.5 5.0 
Maenporth 356.0 355.0 
Nare Point 339.0 325.0 
Rosemullion Head 337.0 338.0 
Manacles Point 328.5 312.5 
St Anthony Point 285.5 281.0 
Carricknath Point 284.0 279.0 
Pcnarrow Point 69.0 81.0 
Tregear 87.0 120.0 
additional bearings for H elford Haven 
Polgwidden Cove 333.0 338.5 
Helford 332.0 339.0 
Dennis Head 343.0 323.5 
Groyne Point 7.0 344.0 
[note: bearings measured to 0.5°} 

Fig. 8 Linear Regression Analysis of Accuracy of West 
Cornwall havens (Mounts Bay, Sennen & St Ives) as shown 
on the 1588 Defence Map. 
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The Misinterpretation of Early Map Evidence: The 
'Town-Walls' Map of Plymouth, c. 1591 

The threat of Spanish invasion during the Annada 
crisis of 1588 exposed the extreme weakness and vulner
ability of Plymouth to a seaborne attack. In the years which 
followed great efforts were made to persuade the Queen and 
her Council to provide funds to build more robust fortifica
tions. As early as May, 1590, Sir Francis Drake led a 
campaign to secure royal assistance for the building of a 

fort on Plymouth Hoe. By December 1591 a local commis
sion of inquiry, chaired by Sir Arthur Champemowne, had 
been set up to devise a plan for a Hoe fort and a circuit of 
walls for the town. Proposals were submitted to the Privy 
Council in 1592 and these were almost certainly accompa
nied by the magnificent coloured manuscript map (Fig. 9) 
which is now amongst the papers of Lord Burghley pre
served at Hatfield House. Though no direct evidence 
survives to verify the claim, the style of the map suggests 

Fig. 9 'Plot of Ply moth' (endorsed) c. 1591: Hatfield CPM I 35. Reproduced by permission of the Marquis of Salisbury. 
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that it is another exam pie of the work of local cartographer, 
Robert Spry. The need for both town walls and a fort were 
accepted in principle by the Queen who sent her military 
surveyor, Robert Adams, to consult with Champernowne in 
Plymouth. Adams carried out his own detailed survey of 
the ground and noted (almost certainly in his own hand) on 
Spry's map that Cham pemowne's proposed circuit of town 
walls would extend some 500 perches at 18 feet per perch 
(that is, more than 1. 7 miles), while the perimeter of the Hoe 
fort, though clearly hard to judge from the impossibly 
intricate zig-zag plan shown by Spry, was reckoned to be 
75 perches or 450 yards in length. These calculations 
indicated to Adams that the town's scheme was wildly 
ambitious and would cost a fortune. He argued with Sir 
Arthur that only the building of the Hoe fort was feasible 
and reported as much to the Privy Council in London. His 
view was accepted and in 1593 he was appointed to super
vise the construction of the new fort on the Hoe which was 
funded in part by levying duties on pilchards and hake 
landed in Plymouth. The structure erected by Adams bore 
virtually no resemblance to that shown on the map. It was 
altogether simpler and comprised only two large, angled
bastions on the landward side. Older structures protecting 
the shoreline of the Hoe were incorporated in the new fort 
on its southern side. But no new circuit of town walls was 
built Figure 9 thus shows an ambitious, locally conceived, 
proposal for fortifications which was, in fact, never fully 

implemented Yet several historians have cited the map as 
evidence for the existence of late-sixteenth century walls 
enclosing Plymouth, a notion only fmally disproved follow
ing careful archaeological and documentary research by a 
local expert (Barber, 1973). Even now, because a circuit 
of rather modest,· relatively short-lived fortifications was 
erected to protect the built-up area of Plymouth during the 
Royalist siege of the town in the 1640s, there are still those 
who do not accept that no complete set of masonry town 
walls existed in the 1590s. In his recent book, How to Lie 
with Maps, Professor Mark Monmonier (1991) discusses 
the manner in which cartographic representations can dis
tort reality in order to boost the prospects of acceptance for 
particular urban development proposals. Although Mon
monier had modem exam pies in mind, he might equally 
have pointed tocertainTudormaps. The 1591 'town-walls' 
map of Plymouth provides inter alia an excellent illustra
tion of how modem users can be mesmerised by the detailed 
content of the artefact itself, fail to relate it to the context in 
which it was made, and then draw false conclusions based 
upon it 

Deliberate Distortion for Propaganda Purposes: The 
Civil War Siege Map of Plymouth, 1643/4 

The so-called Siege map of Plymouth (Fig: 10), origi
nally drawn in 1644 to illustrate a parliamentruy pamphlet, 
offers an opportunity to examine the use of cartography for 

Fig. 10 'A True Mapp and Description of the Towne of Plymouth and the Fortifications thereof, with the workes and 
approaches of the Enemy, at the last Selge' 1643: Ashmolean Museum C 11 304. Reproduced by permission of the 
Ashmolean Museum. 
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propaganda purposes (Pennington, 1982). First, however, 
tests of planimetric accuracy similar to those employed 
earlier were applied. Moreover, the inclusion of a scale bar 
opened the possibility of testing the accuracy not only of 
orientation, but also of distances between various locations 
shown on the map (Fig 11; Table lll). Given that no 
consistent discrepancy could be detected in representing 
distances, it appears that the modem mile was employed in 
making the map (Grierson, 1972; Chilton, 1957-8; Evans, 
1975). However, while distances were, on the whole, less 
accurately depicted than the relative bearings of key land
scape features such as the parish churches, in general the 
Siege map exhibits a high level of accuracy. Various ver
sions of the map survive including the original Wenceslas 
Hollar prints in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, and later 
manuscript copies now in the Bodleian Library and the 
National Maritime Museum. Although there were slight 
differences in the bearings derived from each of the surviv
ing versions, these were insufficiently large to alter 
significantly the regression equations. As the earliest ver
sion still extant, data derived from the Ashmolean print 
were subjected to tests of accuracy for the purposes of this 
paper. 
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Fig. 11 Linear Regression Analysis of Accuracy of 
Distances and Locations Depleted on the 'Siege Map' of 
Plymouth. 

The information contained in the map appears straight
forward enough. It purports to depict the positions of the 
Royalist besiegers and the Parliamentary defenders of Ply
mouth at the time of the English Civil War. The tern porary 
and more permanent fortifications of the town are indicated 
and, as far as archaeological excavations have so far dis
closed, the picture conveyed is largely genuine. But the 
map must be understood within the context of its wider 
propaganda purpose. It blends fact with fiction in order to 
convey an image of an heroic and beleaguered Plymouth 
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TABLE Ill 

BEARINGS, DISTANCES AND LOCATIONS USED IN THE 
REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF THE 1643 'SIEGE' MAP 

Baseline: Centre of Drake's Island to Eggbuckland Church 
Tower 
Location 1643 O.S. 

bearing bearing 
(degrees) (degrees) 

Stoke Damerel 39.5 44.5 
St Budeaux Church 40.0 43.0 
St Stephen's, Saltash 67.5 74.0 
Maker Church 122.0 141.0 
Plympton Church 322.0 320.0 
Plymstock Church 295.0 302.0 
Wembury 270.5 258.5 
Penlee Point 180.0 179.0 
Rame Head 157.5 164.0 
Fisher'sNose 327.0 330.0 
Saltram House 313.0 328.0 
Mount Batten 300.0 302.0 
{note: bearings measured to 05°} 

1643 
distance 
(miles) 

2.2 
3.6 
4.0 
1.5 
4.4 
3.2 
3.2 
1.4 
2.3 
1.4 
3.6 
1.5 

o.s. 
distance 
(miles) 

1.4 
4.2 
4.7 
1.5 
5.1 
3.0 
4.1 
3.1 
3.3 
1.1 
3.6 
1.1 

whose inhabitants were cruelly trapped within the precincts 
of the town by the King's forces encircling them. Enemy 
positions are thus shown within range of the town's defend
ers. Only the title hints that these forward Royalist 
positions were in fact maintained for the briefest possible 
period of time when the Roundheads made a concerted 
auack on the town's outer line of defences, late in 1643. In 
reality, during most of the siege, Royalist bases had been 
maintained in an arc lying more than six miles from the 
perimeter of Plymouth (Fig. 12, overleaf). The townspeo
ple rarely encountered a cavalier soldier and were only just 
able to see the smoke of the guns brought each morning to 
Vapron Hill to fire a Royal salute for Charles I during his 
brief period of residence at Widey Court in September 
1644. Drawn almost a year after the events which it depicts, 
the map deliberately focused attention on a relatively iso
lated, dangerous episode in a "siege" which lasted from 
December 1642 until January 1646. Though the Royalist 
attack in December 1643 had certainly been a moment of 
extreme peril, the danger was brief. Probably at the behest 
of the pamphleteer, the cartographer has thus portrayed an 
unrepresentative event, but even after three centuries, its 
impact in bending our view of the realities of life in Ply
mouth under siege conditions remains as effective as ever. 
Published many times in local histories of the town, this 
map has become a popular icon of Plymouth's struggle in 
the Civil War. It could hardly have presented a more 
distorted and misleading view of reality. Nor could its 
original author have hoped to have produced so effective a 
piece of cartographic propaganda. 

Conclusion 
The evaluation of the accuracy and symbolic meaning 

of maps of Plymouth which have survived from the Tudor 
and Stuart era is still in a preliminary phase. Further inter
pretive work is clearly required before a complete 
understanding can be achieved. Several of the maps dis
cussed in this paper are cherished locally for their aesthetic 
qualities, but liule auention has before been paid to the 
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Fig. 12 The Relationship of the Positions of the Parliamentarian Defenders of Plymouth and the Royalist Besiegers of the 
Town at the time of the Civil War. 

detailed messages which are undoubtedly embedded in the 
cartographic image they present. It is clear that early maps 
should not be judged from the platfonn of present-day 
maps. Tudor and Stuart cartography requires a much 
broader interpretive framework which embraces not only 
inquiries into the symbolic meaning of features shown on 
the map, but also the level of accuracy and conscious and 
unconscious distortions of reality conveyed by the map 
image. To their original users, maps were key primary 
documents which directly shaped conceptions of the land
scape and conveyed potent, sophisticated images upon 
which practical decisions could be based. Early maps use 
a cartographic vocabulary and grammar unfamiliar to mod
ern users. But once the language is deciphered and 
rendered intelligible, the products of Tudor and Stuart car
tographers are clearly capable of adding much to our 
appreciation not only of past gcographies, but also the 
priorities and concerns of the societies which inhabited 
them. In the case of Ply mouth, early maps of the town are 
without doubt its quintessential historical source. 
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Tales from the Map Room 
Maps will shortly return in strength to the British TV 

screens. 'Tales from the Map Room', a series of six half
hour documentaries directed by Julian Stenhouse, will 
show how maps can unlock the past and illuminate the 
present. Each programme takes a theme and explores it 
through historical and modern exam pies: maps as lies, maps 
and territory, maps and warfare, route-finding maps, city 
maps, and maritime charts. As the theme titles suggest, 
maps are very much centre stage, supported by historical 
reconstructions and interviews. Peter Barber and Tony 
Campbell of the British Library Map Library are advisers 
to the series. 

The programmes will be broadcast at weekly intervals 
on BBC2, starting on Thursday 6th May 1993 -from 8 to 
8-30pm. The accompanying book- 'Tales from the Map 
Room: fact and fiction about maps and their makers' - is 
edited by Peter Barber and Christopher Board, and will be 
published to accompany the series. It is hoped that the 
programmes and the book will be available later in North 
America 
from British Library press release 
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