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I jumped at the opportunity to review this book. Recently, several
customers have asked me to draw maps of imaginary places. Feeling
happier with data, I felt rather outside my comfort zone. As a result, I
spent much time searching for good examples and sources of
inspiration. This book certainly gives you plenty of those!
First impressions. This book is quite lavish and colourful, but not glossy.
The cover illustration, by Bill Bragg, has a contemporary, pictorial style
suited to a children’s book, more illustrative than cartographic. Perhaps
that is a good clue though, as to much of what lies inside the cover.
Bizarrely, the cover bears a striking resemblance to another recently
published book, by Tom Harper, which I assume is accidental. Flicking
through, I see that there is more page space dedicated to maps than to
text. The illustrations are of a suitable size to read clearly, they are well printed and there are many double-page
spreads. My inner cynic nags at me to complain that this looks like yet another coffee table book, brought out for the
Christmas market. However, a careful inspection proves it to be a thoughtful book with lots to offer beyond pretty
pictures.
As to the layout of the book, it is divided into four main sections: Make Believe; Writing Maps; Creating Maps and
Reading Maps. There are no less than 25 chapters altogether, each written by a different contributor. These are wellknown and respected writers and illustrators, each with their own tale to tell about their special interest in maps and
how maps have inspired them.
The maps are sourced from a wide variety of genres
including, travel and adventure, mythology, science
fiction, fantasy, children’s classics, reference books and
comics. The book is interspersed with single and
double-page spreads, often showing antique maps of
various ages, but particularly the Medieval. Map
illustrations include: Tolkien’s Middle-Earth; Ursula Le
Guin’s Earthsea; Richard Adam’s Watership Down; and
Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. There is also:
the Hereford Mappa Mundi; Neverland (Peter Pan);
Hundred Acre Wood (Winnie-the-Pooh); and Tegel
Manor (Dungeons and Dragons). The list goes on and
on!
One recurring theme is that of the authors’ first
remembrances of maps, often at a very early age. Huw
Lewis-Jones remembers ‘being led astray by the joy of
a map’ at London Zoo. Another is the first map they
drew, often to plan out a story written in childhood.
David Mitchell was first inspired by Watership Down to
plan out a journey for a group of fugitive otters!
Authors state, time and again, that they find maps
important as a means of making an imaginary world seem plausible and real. Many authors say that they will sketch out
a map in some detail before beginning their writing. Tolkien stated: ‘I wisely started with a map and made the story fit’.

The term ‘imaginary’ is used quite loosely within the text. There are real-life journeys by literary giants like John
Steinbeck and Graham Greene. These are always life-changing experiences and much is made about discovering the
‘empty spaces’ on maps and attempting to fill them in, first with imagination and then with discovery of what really lies
there, as well as the life experiences gained.
Clearly, a lot of thought must have gone into the choice of font styles used in the book. There is a rather fancy modern
engraved style used for chapter titles, the main text is in a clean serif font and the captions are in Courier. I thought this
combination to be slightly strange at first, but the contrast in lettering styles does help to clearly distinguish caption
text from the main text. Given the amount of space taken up by captions perhaps this was a thoughtful choice.

I would expect The Writer’s Map to appeal to anyone with an interest in maps, but just as much also to anyone who
likes to get lost in a story, real or imagined. From a cartographer, or an illustrator’s, point of view, I think it is a fantastic
source of inspiration for all the different styles of map-making contained within. It is also a useful reference book for all
those literary maps put together in one place. From a reader’s perspective, the text is well written and engaging, with
plenty of though-provoking quotations and philosophical ponderings throughout the book.
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