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The Story of Maps 
 

 

Dates Tuesdays 25 February, 3, 10, 17, 24 and 31 March 2020 

Times 14.00 – 16.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels 

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

Maps have delighted and impressed since early times, yet they are far more than decorative objects or 
practical tools. Maps are shaped by society and, in turn, shape and reflect it in complex and 
fascinating ways.  
 
This six-week course examines the development of diverse maps of Britain from the earliest times to 
the present day. We will challenge our understanding of maps by looking at them from the 
perspective of the people who made them, as well as those who used them. The course develops a 
broadly chronological categorisation of maps reflecting the changing purposes of their host society 
and economy. From the most general and schematic representations of England as a whole to the 
most intimate and detailed portrayals of one small corner of a town of piece of the countryside, this 
course surveys the wide range of the maps made of Britain across the ages. 
 
Following the lectures there will be group exercises and discussions on the genre of mapping 
examined that week. There will also be a special opportunity to view some of the rarer and most 
significant maps in the British Library’s unique map collections with a curator. 
 

 
 

 

Week One – Early Maps and the History of Cartography 

This first week will set the scene for the course with an introduction to the history of cartography and 
the interpretation of early maps. It will also focus on some themes relating to, and examples of, early 
maps of Britain with a chance to see some examples from the British Library’s fine cartographic 
collections. 
 

Week Two – County Maps 

The development of new surveying methods and new demands for more detailed and reliable 
regional maps will be the focus of this second session. We will examine the relationships between the 
mapmakers and their wealthy and powerful clients: those who wielded power in the county and 
wider communities. 
 

 

Week Three – Maps and Ownership 
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This week’s focus is on the mapping of landed property: a source of wealth and obligation. We will 
examine estate maps: privately-commissioned by landowners, the enclosure and tithe maps required 
and regulated by central government to rationalise land-ownership and dues, and special cases of 
property maps including those made for reforming royal forests and for planning transport 
developments. 
 

Week Four – The Ordnance Survey: The finest national survey of them all? 

The British Library houses the most comprehensive collection of Ordnance Survey maps in the World. 
This week we will examine the development of this national survey in the context of controversies 
over private versus government mapping. We will examine the sketches from which the very earliest 
maps were made through to the latest developments in digital mapping. 
 

Week Five – Mapping Towns: The Mapping of London 

This week we examine the mapping of towns as a special case of mapping, with particular reference 
to London. We will see how maps of the metropolis developed in relation to changing needs such as 
rebuilding after the Great Fire of London and planning and depicting the expansion of the capital well 
beyond its medieval confines. 
 

Week Six – Beyond the Map, Beyond the Shores 

This final session examines how maps came to be commonplace as a basis for scientific research, 
education and the projection of power and prestige of ownership both at home and abroad. As well 
as thematic mapping we will examine related topographic objects such as landscape views and county 
histories. 
 

 
 

Tutor 

 

This course is led by Dr David Fletcher, Visiting Research Fellow in the Department of Geography at 
the University of Sussex. He has written extensively on the history of cartography, including The 
Emergence of Estate Maps (Oxford University Press, 1995). 
 

 
 

Suggested Reading  

These are some suggestions for further reading which you might find useful for the course.  
 
Peter Barber, London: A History in Maps. 
Geraldine Beech and Rose Mitchell Maps for Family and Local History 
Catherine Delano Smith and Roger Kain, English Maps 
David Fletcher The Emergence of Estate Maps 
Tom Harper Maps and the 20th century 
Tim Owen and Elaine Pilbeam, Ordnance Survey: Mapmakers to Britain since 1791 
Philip Parker, History of Britain in Maps 
John Speed Britain’s Tudor Maps County by County  

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group exercises and discussion will help you get the 

most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at each session.  

 


