
Introduction 
Maps have long served a role in the marketing of products

and places, as well as providing basic spatial information.

Some purely functional maps achieve a particular status as

icons of place. Harry Beck’s map of the London

Underground is a classic example: ‘an image […]

ingrained into the very psyche of a population’ (Ovenden,

2003: 20). Once such maps have achieved both an iconic

status as representations of a place and a sense of

belonging, designers alter them at their peril. The removal

of the River Thames from the standard ‘tube map’ in 2009

led to popular protest and it was soon replaced; Londoners

have a strong ‘sense’ of the nature of the city’s people and

places south and north of the river (Easton, 2009). Beck’s

solid design principles have also meant that his basic

design has remained adaptable and able to cope with the

addition of new stations and lines since it was originally

created for the network of the 1930s (Wilbur, 1989), as

well as becoming a symbolic image.

Other maps are deliberately designed to evoke a

‘sense of place’ and to attract business or visitors, for

example MacDonald Gill’s decorative maps of London.

His first transport map, designed in 1914, was originally

entitled By Paying Us Your Pennies, and was designed to

promote the wonders of travel by Underground. Soon

popularly christened the ‘Wonderground Map’, it spawned

a series of similar pictorial maps of London and other

cities by Gill and other artists, e.g. Kerry Lee’s London
Town of 1938 (Dobbin, 2011). 

Place-branding has become increasingly important to

towns and cities competing in a global marketplace in

what might be termed ‘a struggle for attention’. Place-

branding (or place-marketing) seeks to turn a location into

a destination by drawing on its particular sense of

uniqueness to attract business or visitors. This is especially

true for places that have suffered deteriorating fortunes

due to the decline of certain industries and services; for

example, seaside tourism in the UK as it has lost-out to

cheap overseas package holidays. Resorts have often

fallen into economic and social decline and have to

(re)brand themselves if they are to reverse their fortunes.

As the Seaside Resorts Action Plan (VisitEngland, 2011)

points out:

There is no such thing as a ‘typical’ seaside resort.

They have their individual charms and strengths and

seaside resorts need to build on this unique status.

Many already have the assets to do so, be they

historical structures such as piers, art deco

architecture, natural features such as cliffs and sandy

beaches, or other attractions such as local seafood. 

Maps can play an important role in place marketing and

(re)branding, first, by providing clear locational

information about the services and ‘attractions’ of an

individual resort – their denotative function – and

secondly, by evoking positive associations with a location,

such as cultural heritage,  through their connotative

function. 

In this paper, we examine visitor maps of coastal

towns and resorts along the length of the south-east coast

of England, from Whitstable in Kent to Hastings in East

Sussex, and offer a preliminary discussion of their design

and content. Published by a range of public and private

organizations (e.g. business groups), the maps are all

publicly available free of charge, and were obtained by

visiting Tourist Information Offices (or their agents) in

spring 2014. The research was undertaken as part of a

larger project that incorporates visitor maps of the

Transmanche region, which includes French resorts and

coastal towns. 
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Abstract
Place-branding is an attempt to turn places into destinations by communicating their particular sense
of uniqueness to attract business or visitors. Places that have suffered deteriorating fortunes due to the
decline of certain industries and services, e.g. seaside tourism in the UK, are often especially targeted
for place-branding in an attempt to reverse the process. With their selective portrayal and
representation of landscapes, maps can offer a special medium for communicating a sense of place. In
this paper, we offer a discussion of the design and content of visitor maps for coastal towns and resorts
in Kent and East Sussex. By examining their denotative and connotative functions, we investigate the
role of cartography in the (re)branding of place and consider whether this is achieved.
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Can Place-branding Turn the Tide of
Economic Decline?
A number of coastal towns in Kent and East Sussex have

experienced economic decline through the loss of port and

harbour functions, the dwindling fishing industry, and the

waning fortunes of bathing resorts. The coastal zones of

these counties contain significant pockets of social

deprivation and unemployment, with particular severity in

previously vibrant resort towns such as Margate,

Folkestone and Hastings. The title of this paper derives

from a recent report that highlights the significance of

economic decline and deprivation in seaside towns,

‘Turning the tide’, published by the Centre for Social

Justice (2013).

Decline has led to problems of ‘place image’

associated with abandoned leisure complexes such as

‘Dreamland’ in Margate, a redundant harbour

infrastructure, and the multiple occupancies of once-grand

houses and hotels. Several London boroughs, for example,

have relocated their housing and care needs to Margate due

to its lower costs, leading to the establishment of houses of

multiple occupancy (HMOs) with significant numbers of

ex-prisoners and people with mental health problems

being situated in neighbourhoods already suffering from

high levels of deprivation (Centre for Social Justice,

2013). VisitEngland (2011) notes that increasing the

transient population in towns that are more reliant on the

tourist trade can further undermine economic

sustainability, while the new residents are rarely a draw for

employers in the service sectors such as insurance,

banking, education and information technology. These

services are a growing success story in places like

Brighton and Bournemouth, but low educational

attainment and other related factors make many other

coastal towns unattractive. Ofsted (2013) has highlighted

the educational under-achievement associated with many

coastal towns, while other surveys have noted issues such

as high rates of teenage pregnancy and ‘entrenched

unemployment’ (Centre for Social Justice, 2013). Figure 1

illustrates the relative disparity in unemployment between

coastal and inland wards in Kent and East Sussex in 2011.

Local authorities need to combat such negative

associations, and much hope has been placed on the arts,

culture and heritage as the solution. Examples include the

development of the Turner Contemporary art gallery in

Margate and the Jerwood Gallery in Hastings, and the

attempt to transform the Old Town of Folkestone into a

‘Creative Quarter’ populated by artists and related

businesses. Visitor maps have the potential to celebrate and

inform visitors about the arts, culture and heritage of these

towns, and, at their best, are an art-form in their own right.
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Figure 1 Percentage unemployed in Kent and East Sussex by Ward, 2011 (data source: Office for National Statistics, 2011).

The map also indicates the towns included in this study. 
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In this paper we evaluate the denotative and

connotative functions of visitor maps of coastal towns in

Kent and East Sussex (Deal, Dover, Hastings, Herne Bay,

Hythe, Margate, Rye, and Whitstable) and explore the

extent to which the maps ‘work’ to evoke and affirm a

‘sense of place’. We focus on the several key heritage

themes important to the coastal settlements of the region:

the fishing industry, coastal defence and invasion, and sea-

bathing (as popularized by King George IV and exported

to the rest of the world). The maps range widely, from

brutally utilitarian to densely-packed picture-maps that

evoke a carnival atmosphere. 

Constructing a Sense of Place and Space 
The most basic function of a map is to show what is where.

If visitors and tourists are less familiar with the places they

choose to go and see, then, arguably, maps which are

designed specifically for this user group should provide

answers to the fundamental geographical questions of

orientation and navigation, such as ‘Where am I?’, ‘How

do I get to…?’, and ‘How far is it?’ especially quickly and

efficiently. It is not difficult, therefore, to see how good

cartographic design, in this instance, may be characterized

through the following:

● Clear representation of landmarks (e.g. certain

buildings) so that they can be recognized easily;

● Clear and consistent labelling, especially street

names;

● Self-explanatory symbols or clear symbol numbering

system;

● Clear representation of scale (e.g. distance or time),

to allow accurate estimates;

● Legible symbols and lettering throughout; and

● More important features (e.g. particular amenities,

such as car parks and toilets) are more dominant in

the overall visual hierarchy.

However, if the aim is also to represent such places to the

same user group in a favourable, attractive and appealing

way, it can be difficult to strike a balance. As Essex (1992:

10) points out with regard to his survey of two visitor maps

of Plymouth, each adopting a different approach:

Obviously there is no easy formula for a successful

tourist map, and often there is a design problem

caused by conflict between visual attractiveness and

usefulness for the visitor. According to the results of

the Plymouth study, the more functional type of map

is favoured by visitors, although this might conflict

with the intentions of marketeers and image-makers.

A significant change since these findings were published

has been the availability of the Internet in general and,

more particularly, the use of WMS (Web Mapping

Services), to provide key information about destinations

before travel and/or during the visit. By assuming that the

‘functional’ needs of visitors have been met, the remaining

design challenge is arguably to create a map that evokes a

‘sense of place’. In this way, the map can also fulfil a

further role, as a souvenir, after the user’s immediate needs

have been met in situ. 

Observations: More Sense than Place?
Of the maps examined in this study, it is interesting to

observe that apart from those representing Dover, Herne

Bay and Whitstable, all exhibit a hand-drawn, illustrative

style that by its nature tends to evoke unique connotations.

As will be discussed later, maps of these three exceptions

are little more than soulless street plans with no obvious

signs of catering to the needs of the tourist or visitor. We

start with Whitstable and move clockwise around the

coast.

Despite its active fishing harbour, world famous

oysters, and its marine heritage ¬– especially the Deane

brothers’ development of the diving suit – its basic visitor

map (the format repeated for nearby Herne Bay) is bland

and almost unreadable without a magnifying glass. It is

simply a detailed street map and includes large areas of the

town that would be of little interest to most visitors. Key

cultural sites are hard to identify due to the scale of

reproduction. The same map is recycled in the A Taste of

Whitstable guide (Canterbury City Council, 2009) even

smaller and remains without an expression of scale.

Parking symbols are included, but very little else for the

visitor. This is in strong contrast to the wonderful map

available to foreign speakers, ‘Willkommen in Whitstable’

(and other foreign language versions), which clearly

identifies the heritage of the town and illustrates this with

exquisite little watercolour sketches.  Herne Bay, with its

‘parades’ and gardens, its pier and bandstand, has a

cultural trail map, but this is totally uninspiring. It

manages to function as a map, just, but conjures no feeling

for the past glory of the resort, nor is it helped by the

accompanying text and minuscule photographs.

Margate manages a little better in terms of its use of

visitor maps to generate a sense of place. The town has a

considerable heritage to call on, renowned as one of the

‘most fashionable watering places in the Kingdom’ in the

nineteenth century (Centre for Social Justice, 2013).  The

map and heritage trail, ‘discover Margate, the original
seaside’, produced by Thanet District Council celebrates

the built heritage with some elegant pen and ink

illustrations of key sites; something which could have

replaced the photographs in the Herne Bay map and

improved it. These images are reproduced as a decorative

border around the map. The map itself is effective as a

route map, but is produced in garish colours and a style

totally at odds with the elegant freehand illustrations. Its

antithesis is ‘The “Kiss Me Quick” Guide to Margate’

(Figure 2), a free map and directory which appears to have

been published as a promotional device by a group of local
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businesses, supported by the local council, Mary Portus

and Tracy Emin – an eclectic mix!  The map is based on

the theme of the naughty seaside postcard, but sadly does

not pull it off. The design is muddled and rather tawdry,

with a strange mix of clip-art motifs and rather bad

pastiches of the famous ‘cheeky’ postcards. It does little to

recommend a visit, cropped to cut out Marine Terrace with

its amusement arcades, but at least it provides images of

three prominent landmarks along the front with which to

gauge distance!

Two towns we include here use their maps to

celebrate their fishing heritage, and it is interesting to note

that both have beach-launched fishing fleets, an ancient

tradition in Kent and Sussex. Deal’s map (Figure 3),

designed by Prosper Devas & Associates, adopts a highly

illustrative style, with some glorious little vignettes of life

at the seaside, including its beach fleet, coastal rowing and

sea-bathing, and its proximity to the wreck heritage of the

infamous Goodwin Sands. A larger scale map of the town

centre included on the same leaflet and drawn in the same

style is packed full of symbols representing several classes

of shop, no doubt reflecting Deal’s recent achievement in

winning ‘High Street of the Year’ (The Telegraph, 2013).

Yet, surprisingly, Deal Castle – the famous artillery fort

built by Henry VIII and described by English Heritage

(2014) as ‘one of the finest Tudor artillery castles in

England’ – is left unlabelled.1 Nevertheless, the overall

look and feel manages to capture and convey the sunny

charm of the town. 

A few miles along the coast, Dover has earned a

special place in our national history as a bastion against

invasion. Yet its visitor maps make bare reference to the

magnificent Norman castle or its WWII associations, let

alone identifying the massive fortifications of the Western

Heights designed to repel Napoleonic invasion. The map

produced by Dover District Council is one of the drabbest

within the region, and while the Sustran map does manage

to inspire a little more in terms of overall design, both fail

to evoke the importance of Dover in terms of national

heritage! In contrast, the visitor map of the little coastal

town of Hythe does at least show its Martello towers

(another Napoleonic defence) although it does not, apart

from a label, highlight the related role of the Royal

Military Canal – a major landscape feature of the town.

The map of Hythe is also one of the few examined here to

include any sense of scale, with a neat little ‘walking time

guide’. It is interesting to note that defensive structures on

the French side of ‘La Manche’, especially the

fortifications designed by Vauban in the seventeenth

century, do seem to get space on their maps.

Hastings is famous for its beach fleet and its iconic

‘net shops’, tall black wooden storage sheds for fishing

gear, and two of the most interesting maps in our survey

were produced for Hastings, by Picturemaps® and David
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Figure 2  The “Kiss me Quick” Guide to Margate (3rd edition) by Ken Loos 

SOC Bulletin (Vol 47)j_SOC Bulletin  11/06/2014  09:32  Page 40



Hobbs Illustration. These both evoke the lively bustle of a

working fishery and associated infrastructure. The

Picturemaps map (Figure 4) is topped and tailed with

images of the birds and fish that are characteristic of the

locale… including a plaice!  Hastings also trades on its

position as the epicentre of ‘1066 Country’, a key place-

brand for East Sussex, another of our key themes. Rye,

with its harbours and its scallop festival, manages to

conjure images of the sea through its monochrome map,

but given the current British obsession with food it does

not really acclaim its fishing heritage.

Given the south-east coast’s history of sea-bathing

and beach holidays – from Georgian grandeur to the

popular era of ‘Mods and Rockers’ and amusement

arcades – it is surprising to see how little of this is

celebrated. Surprisingly, defence heritage gets very little

attention on any of the region’s maps despite the English

passion for military history and that a great deal of time,

effort and finance was ploughed into a European Union-

funded project, ‘Walking the Walls’, to promote the

historic fortifications of Kent, the Côte d’Opale and West

Flanders as a tourist attraction in the 1990s (Bragard et al.,
1999). Are these towns missing a trick in terms of place

marketing? 

Another basic feature of many of the maps described

here is the total lack of any sense of scale, a most

frustrating issue for anyone exploring these places on foot.

This is surprising, given that all these maps are aimed at (if

not designed for) visitors. If Essex (1992) is indeed correct

that this user group favours more ‘functional’ maps, it

would seem that there is some way to go yet in getting the

balance right. 

Conclusion
While most of the towns in our survey have embraced

certain aspects of their coastal identity in promoting their

unique sense of place, our survey reveals that maps still

occupy a rather disappointing role as a place-branding

opportunity by the coastal towns along the south-east

coast. None of the major heritage themes are exploited to

the full. Maps are probably undervalued by the designers

of some of these guides, where they simply assume a

functional role (that is itself even undermined, for

example, in the next to useless scale at which the

Whitstable map is reproduced in the Taste guide). As maps

offer a wonderful opportunity for collaboration between

local authorities, businesses and artists to evoke a sense of

place as part of their USP (unique selling point), to quote

marketing jargon, there is plenty of scope for these towns

to use them successfully in meeting the needs of the visitor

and in promoting a unique sense of place. Deal and

Hastings have seen the light – may others follow their

lead! 

SoC BULLETIN Vol 47 41

Figure 3  Deal, by Prosper Devas & Associates (commissioned by Deal Home Team)
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Notes
1. We have been informed by Prosper Devas &

Associates that Deal Castle will be labelled
appropriately in the next edition of the Deal Town
map.
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Figure 4 Hastings, by Pete Smith ©Picturemaps (commissioned by Hastings Borough Council) (detail)
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