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The French ‘Type 1922’ series
R C Wheeler

Introduction
What follows is not the result of long and painstaking study but rather a summary of the
group’s conclusions following the Harmston workshop on the French type 1922 1:50,000
series. It is based on limited documentary evidence and the inspection of several hundred
sheets of the series. As rapporteur, I can claim credit for little except the style and must take
the blame for any distortion or omission of the findings of others.

An official report 1 of 1948 was found to provide an invaluable account of the origins and
early years of the series. It would be quite impossible to summarize it in the space of this
article. Rather, I shall attempt to present a view of the series through English eyes, adding
more detail for the period after 1948 for which the maps themselves are practically the only
evidence.

France is big, and less densely populated that England. In consequence, map series have
always taken a long time to produce. On the other hand, the French did make an early start,
Cassini’s Map of Triangles being started in 1756 and covering the entire country by the end
of the First Empire. This was a rather skeletal map. The filling-in of detail which followed

1 M Huguenin, Historique de la cartographie de la nouvelle carte de France, Paris: IGN, 1948. There are copies at RGS
and at Cambridge. Also recommended is Marc Duranthon La carte de France, son histoire 1678 - 1978, IGN, 1978.
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drew on a variety of sources but led to France by 1880 having complete coverage by a
monochrome hachured map, the Carte de l’Etat-majeur, broadly comparable to our Old
Series. There were aspirations for a better product, experiments took place, a committee sat,2

and the result, after a period of experiments, was the type 1900 series at 1:50,000. This was a
gorgeous piece of cartography (Figure 1), lithographed from up to fourteen plates. It was to
be the inspiration for the OS Relief Edition but, like that edition, it was slow to emerge. By
1914, some 43 sheets had been issued and it was calculated that it would take some 250 years
before the series was finished – which makes the publication of our own Relief Edition seem
positively hasty. In consequence, students of First World War cartography will be aware that
all along the Western Front the basic map available at first was the 1:80,000 Carte de l’Etat-
majeur, out of date and unsuited to modern warfare.

After 1918, there was an urgent need to map Alsace-Lorraine and to do it quickly. A
simplified version of the type 1900 was adopted and, after that task was completed, it served
as the model for a new national map, the type 1922. Like the type 1900, this had hill-shading,
but in one colour only. Many of the subtleties of the type 1900, such as distinctions between
bridges of different construction, were dropped, and most sheets were produced in just five
colours. Two additional plates were used when required, a blue shade for a sea tint and a grey
when much rock-drawing was needed or, initially, much drawing of hedges. The type 1922
also used a projection that made it easier to mount multiple sheets together.

By 1934, a belt of country some 100km deep was published along the eastern frontier
(except adjoining Switzerland) together with a block round Paris (largely type 1900) and
Cherbourg. Progress continued steadily, albeit more slowly, during the Second World War,
as a result of the opportune transfer of functions, staff and equipment just before the fall of
France, from the military Service Géographique de l’Armée to the civilian Institut
Géographique Nationale. After the war, complete coverage at 1:50,000 was obtained by
converting the old Carte de l’Etat-majeur material to the new sheet lines. The final type 1922
sheet was published in 1980 or 1981. However, the ‘Type 1922’ had been dropped from the
heading in 1972 – perhaps after fifty years it was thought to make the maps seem out of date.
Rather than seeing this as a great achievement, in 1991, the IGN withdrew the series from
normal sales outlets.

The ‘type spécial’
Just as blue was (and is) used almost solely to indicate water, so carmine has had its own
cartographic significance, complicated by there being two separate traditions: a military one
which used it for stone or brick buildings and a civil one, which used it for dwelling houses
as opposed to non-residential structures. The Ordnance Survey continued the military
tradition in the hand-coloured version of the first edition 1:2500 plans. The type 1900
represents a still later survival in that carmine (or at least a shade of red very close to it) is
used to indicate bridges of masonry, as opposed to wood (black) or iron (blue). The same red
is used for buildings, apparently without regard to their material. Now your rapporteur had
long been aware that a few sheets of the type 1922 continued to use carmine: do these
represent a continuation of the tradition almost to the present day?

2 Comité centrale des travaux géographiques.
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