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The Bartholomew half-inch series–  
many layers of colourful archives 

Christopher Fleet 1 

 
When David Archer kindly sent me a draft of his latest Sheetlines contribution,2 with 
a suggestion perhaps to write something to accompany it, I immediately felt I had to 
leap to the defensive; protecting the beloved Barts half-inch series from such cruel 
and dismissive remarks. How could such a broad-minded and kindly fellow 
possibly be so rude and unfair? But on a second read, I realised that much of his 
criticism is in fact directed at the covers and the difficulty in distinguishing the 
various series. True enough, as a map collector or dealer these are serious matters, 
but even he has to admit that once one focuses on the map content itself as a user, 
things look rather different. The map-buying public in their day thought so too – 
thank goodness Bartholomew didn’t just rely on collectors! 

Whilst Sheetlines may not be quite the right place to initiate a new wave of 
research interest into what is, after all, not an Ordnance Survey series, there are in 
fact many good reasons for taking a closer look at the Bartholomew half-inch. The 
maps themselves are stunningly attractive, representing a perfection in technique 
and aesthetics that cannot fail to move the heart. In purpose and content, they are 
also so evocative of leisure and pleasure – enhancing the landscape and inviting all 
to head off out and explore it. Not least for CCS members, Bartholomew’s multi-
faceted and often tense relations with OS in fact worked both ways. On the one 
hand there were continuing complaints by OS over Bartholomew’s cheery attitude 
to copyright and their successful commercial exploitation of OS’ hard-earned 
topographic information, but on the other, OS learned much from Bartholomew on 
matters of colour, aesthetics, the orthography of names, printing and marketing. 
Finally, not only were the maps commercially successful – a trademark series for the 
first half of the twentieth century – but they also reflected broader ideals beyond the 
map itself. John George Bartholomew held sincere convictions that the world would 
become a better place through better cartography. 

Tim Nicholson’s research3 on the genesis and early years of the half-inch is an 
excellent starting point, placing the maps in their broader context, including the 
Bartholomew’s emulation of German cartography and layer colouring, the 
experiments with half-inch district sheets before gaining the confidence to bring out 
a fully-fledged series, and their gradual move from printer to publisher. The half-
inch maps were not an instant success, and in overcoming the commercial and 
practical difficulties of the 1880s, repackaging of the half-inch maps in the Survey 
Atlases, and moving south of the Border to the more lucrative but competitive 
market in England and Wales, the first national coverage was achieved by 1903. 

                                  
1 The author is Senior Map Curator at the National Library of Scotland. 
2 See page 54.  
3 T Nicholson, ‘Bartholomew and the half-inch layer coloured map 1883-1903’, Cartographic 
Journal 37 (2000), 123-145. 
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Figure 1a. 1890    Figure 1b. 1892 

  
Figure 1c. 1894    Figure 1d. 1899 

  
Figure 1e. 1902    Figure 1f. 1905 

Figures 1a-f. Changing palettes of layer colours for part of the Cairngorms, south of 
Aviemore, Sheet 16, Braemar and Blair Atholl, from its first printing in 1890 through to 
1905. Note the pink shades for highest ground in 1902. 

[Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland] 
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