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Abstract: 

In 1978, the British Cartographic Society (BCS) introduced an annual award for cartographic design. Over the years, 
the number and variety of its annual awards grew in scope to reflect the different media used in mapmaking, and in 
2006, the BCS introduced a ‘best in show’ prize for the overall winner for its design (Figure 1). By analysing these 
award-winning maps over time, it is possible to observe trends in the ideas and values that have constituted good 
cartographic design. This can also reveal insights into how cartographers have approached and responded to the 
evolution of how maps have been made and used over several decades, amidst substantial developments in technology. 
More broadly, by considering award-winning maps as a reflection of cartographic ideals, this study investigates how 
attitudes have changed towards fundamental design tenets, such as effective communication, and even towards the 
nature of maps as functional or useless objects.    

 

Figure 1. Timeline showing the various awards offered by the British Cartographic Society since 1975. 

The design of early award-winners tended to focus on communicating practical information to meet the needs of 
general users. Their authors tended to be large organisations, typically national mapping agencies, commercial 
companies or publishers, whose cartographic products were designed to meet market-driven purposes and appeal to 
broad user groups. Such products include topographic map sheets, atlases and encyclopedias, created using manual 
cartographic techniques and colour-printed in large numbers using a lithographic press. Figure 2, for example, which 
won the first BCS Design Award in 1978, was created for the World Book Encyclopedia - an international multi-
volume reference work - and its clarity and simplicity exhibits the quality of execution that epitomised the highest 
standards in manually produced cartography of its time.  

The nature of award submissions changed rapidly in the early 2000s as the use of digital mapping software increased. 
This opened possibilities for smaller organisations and subsequently for individuals to enter maps for the BCS awards, 
who eventually became more prolific than the larger commercial map producers. Access to open geospatial software 
and sources of big data played a significant role in the democratisation of mapping, empowering individuals to create 
maps according to their own creative vision in pursuit of curiosity-driven cartography. These trends have been 
accompanied by a more general increase in digital literacy over the last two decades, which in itself has helped digital 
mapping to become a mainstream tool. 
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Figure 2. The fur trade in North America, winner of the first BCS Design Award in 1978 (World Book Encyclopedia, 1978). 

The impact of this digital transformation on award-winners has been followed most recently by a shift towards more 
artistic designs, where the role of aesthetics has superseded that of functionality as a design consideration. In Streets of 
Gold, for example (Figure 3), which is a map of London printed in black vinyl on gold leaf, function is sacrificed (place 
names are absent) to give attention to the geographic form and materiality of the map as a physical object and what it 
says about the city it symbolises. The validation of an artistic vision that renders a map useless in wayfinding - but 
useful in evoking an aesthetic response - corresponds to a trend of valuing individual, above corporate, originality. 

 
 

Figure 3. Streets of Gold, by Warren Vick and Ewan David Eason, winners of the BCS Design Award in 2019 
 (Warren Vick and Ewan David Eason, 2019).  

 
Through its analytical approach, this study identifies and explores trends in the evolution of award-winning maps as 
judged by the British Cartographic Society from 1978-2024. These trends, especially towards the promotion of digital 
innovation, individualism, and artistic creativity, raise important questions regarding the evolution of map design 
principles, the changing nature of map production, and the role of societies and organisations, such as the BCS, in 
promoting and defining good practice.  
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