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Sheet lines, sizes and style: a Scottish problem solved?
Richard Oliver

A commonly-asked question, albeit more in conversation than in print, concerns the sheet
size of the original one-inch map of Scotland, on which work began in 1852. Whereas the
one-inch (1:63,360) maps of northern England and of Ireland were based on a full-sheet size
of 36  24 inches (91.48  60.98 cm) within the neat line, but were engraved and at first
published as quarter sheets 18  12 inches (45.74  30.49 cm), those of Scotland used a
standard size of 24  18 inches (60.98  45.74 cm) and always bore individual numbers. This
is all the more striking, as the Irish and the Scottish maps were authorised in April and
December 1851 respectively, and have geodetic and stylistic similarities: the use of the
Bonne projection, the naming of hills in ‘Egyptian’, the naming of railways and canals in
sloping Egyptian capitals, a simplified border, and diagrams showing adjoining one-inch
sheets and constituent six-inch sheets. All these set them apart from contemporary English
sheets. Less often remarked on are two aspects of design of most of the earlier Scottish
sheets, and a few later ones. One, the use of reverse-sloping lettering for watercourses, has a
parallel on two Irish sheets, and no English ones; the other, the use of an ‘engrossing’ style
for naming water bodies and most coastal features, is unique to the Scottish mapping. Whilst
sheet size and style of lettering might appear to be separate problems, the answers suggested
here to them are closely related. Also discussed here is the episode of the ‘full sheet series’
phase of numbering the one-inch New Series mapping of England and Wales of circa 1869-
73. Considerations applicable to sheet size questions are also applicable to this problem.

Sheet sizes in Britain and elsewhere
The Scottish sheets were occasionally referred to by contemporaries as ‘half-sheets’.1 It is
useful at this point to consider what the practical justifications might be for ‘half sheets’, and
whether there are parallels elsewhere in Britain or Europe.

One justification might be that a sheet size of around 24  18 inches is a more convenient
one to handle than is a ‘full sheet’ of 36  24 inches although, because the OS printed the
maps on paper with a wide margin (about 3 inches or 7.5 cm) to left and right, this theoretical
advantage is not as great as it might first appear. A similar consideration applies to quarter
sheets in relation to ‘half sheets’. Quarter sheets were first introduced in 1829 in order that
four engravers could work at once on the equivalent of a full sheet, but at the expense of
sheets that were comparatively small compared either with OS practice hitherto or with
contemporary commercial rivals such as the Greenwoods.2 The quarter sheets were thus in
effect conceived of as ‘cells’, and the lack of inner margins on early states of the first three
sheets to be ‘quartered’ (43, 54, 55) supports this view. ‘Cell’ or ‘section’ construction of
copper-engraved mapping seems to have been little used in Britain, though it was extensively

1 Report of the Departmental Committee… to inquire into… the Ordnance Survey [the ‘Dorington Committee’], British
Parliamentary Papers (House of Commons series) [BPP (HC)] 1893-94 [c.6895], LXXII, 305, evidence, q.600.

2 The size of plates used by the Greenwoods varied, according to how a particular county was to be divided up. The
plates for their first map of Yorkshire (1817-18) measured about 29.5  25.5 inches, giving a ‘map area’ of about
28  24 inches, which would include an outer border on ‘outside’ sheets. Rather smaller plates were used for other
map areas measured (Somerset (1822), 24  25.75 inches; Worcestershire (1822), 23  21 inches; Surrey (1823),
23.5  19.5 inches), but this does not invalidate the general point.
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