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Ordnance Survey and cartographic style: keeping the good view (part 1)1 
Alexander J. Kent 

This article is based on a lecture given at the CCS AGM held in Ludlow on 16th May 2009. 

 
“And in all cases, the official topographic maps issued by any one nation express something about that 
nation’s ethos and character, as clearly do art (other forms of art that is!) and music.” Larsgaard (1993) 

As members of the Charles Close Society, we are familiar with the look and feel of 
Ordnance Survey maps, especially familiar, perhaps, with those alluring covers inviting us 
to consume the rich vocabulary of symbols in the paper landscape beyond. The 
cartographic language of topographical mapping has evolved over thousands of years and 
Ordnance Survey’s peculiar dialect is instantly recognizable to us. Yet how often do we 
gaze at topographic maps produced by other national mapping organizations and wonder 
why they look so curiously different to our own? And what constitutes that difference; 
the use of colour, symbology, lineweight, font, toponymy, or all of these – and more?   

There is, I would argue, something quite unique about the relationship between a 
state topographic map series and its subject – the national landscape – which is articulated 
through the way it is symbolized. The nationally-specific selection and representation of 
features gives state topographic maps a certain quality that, as Larsgaard suggests above, 
is capable of expressing something much more than the physical landscape. 

Clearly, this is a vast topic and I cannot attempt to offer any more than a brief 
scamper here. What I aim to do in this article is therefore to demonstrate succinctly what 
makes Ordnance Survey’s cartographic style distinctive amongst its European 
counterparts and to explore what might influence its evolution. To achieve this, I will 
draw from a recent investigation to analyse the cartographic styles of official 1:50,000 
topographic maps from 20 countries and from further research that compares the stylistic 
development of British and Irish mapping.2   

 
Understanding cartographic style 
Style is a term that enjoys widespread use among the arts; in music, painting, literature, 
sculpture, architecture, and fashion to name but a few. It is often regarded as meaning a 
certain way of doing something, but more specifically, I would say it is a certain manner 
                                           
1 Part 2 will appear in Sheetlines 88 
2 For a more detailed explanation of the theoretical framework, methodology, and results upon which this article is 

based, see Kent (2008a), Kent (2008b), Kent (2009), and Kent and Vujakovic (2009). 
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or expression arising from choices (whether these are made individually or institutionally) 
that are involved in the creative process. When we talk about something belonging to a 
particular style, we recognize certain shared characteristics which indicate membership of 
a group (whether they are associated with a period, location, school, individual, and so 
on). A strategy that aims to preserve these characteristics during origination or revision 
therefore serves to reinforce the identity of that group. Where style is comprised from 
greater numbers of distinct characteristics, these are often perceived as an ensemble, 
rather than as a series of isolated, disconnected elements. Borrowing an example from 
music, while different instruments have contrasting timbres, a composer’s particular use 
of orchestration, melody, and harmonic structure (especially tonality), makes it possible to 
identify the sound, for example as a piece of European music belonging to a specific 
period (Classical), composer (Beethoven), phase (Early Period), and date (before 1802).3   

The recognition of any style will obviously depend on the strength of association with 
its ingredients and whether this is successful depends to some extent on shared 
experience. One might agree when presented with a scene of the Place du Général de 
Gaulle in Lille (fig.1) that it appears to be French – or at least definitely not British – 
through the impression created by the design of its buildings. But we do not need such 
architectural splendour (or even pronounced clues) to recognize such an authentic sense 
of difference.  An inconspicuous street scene in Calais (fig.2), for example, still seems 
‘French’ to me; the proportions of the windows, the angles of the roofs, the colours of 
the pavements, the textures of the façades, are successful in communicating this 
impression because, quite simply, these ordinary things look different. 

    
         Figure 1 Place du Général de Gaulle, Lille, France   Figure 2 Rue de Varsovie, Calais 

In cartography, style is introduced through the process of symbolization: the deliberate 
and specific ordering of graphical form to present the character of a feature in an abstract 
way. As the degree of abstraction – and hence generalization – is suggested by scale, 
cartographic style, especially that of topographic maps, is primarily derived from choices 
concerning what to show (including the amount of detail in which features should be 
shown), e.g. roads and classes of roads; buildings and types of buildings; vegetation and 
types of vegetation, and how to show it (generally through graphical variables such as size, 
shape, colour, texture, orientation, and so on).  These fundamental choices are very rarely 

                                           
3 With any stylistic evolution, many characteristics are common to adjacent phases and their divisions are therefore 

arbitrary to some extent and while it lies among the least material of the arts, music provides no exception. 




	SheetlinesFrontSheetforWeb.pdf

