
Exploring the 
histories of mapping Ireland
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• Landscape as a ‘palimpsest’: relict features in today’s 
landscape

• Landscape as a ‘map’ of the past …
• Mapping landscape changes…

Mapping Ireland’s landscapes
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Continuity and change in the Irish
landscape – a history captured ‘in the field’



Continuity and change in the Irish
landscape – a history captured through maps



The session comprises:

• A study of mapping Ireland’s landscapes 
through the ages, with particular reference to:

– Maps and surveys of the Plantation of Ulster of the 
early-seventeenth century;

– Ordnance Survey (OS) mapping and survey of 
Ireland in the nineteenth century.

• A visit to the current Ulster Museum exhibition 
“Purpose and Portrayal--Early Irish Maps and 
Mapping” to explore how maps tell us about 
Ireland’s changing landscapes as well as 
revealing histories of the mapping of Ireland.



1. Mapping Ireland’s landscapes through the ages

– Maps and surveys of the Plantation of Ulster of 
the early-seventeenth century;

– Ordnance Survey (OS) mapping and survey of 
Ireland in the nineteenth century.



1. Mapping Ireland’s landscapes through the ages

– Maps and surveys of the Plantation of Ulster of 
the early-seventeenth century;

– Historical context: Ireland and Britain
• Nine Years War

• ‘Flight of the Earls’

– Cartography and surveying in the early-1600s
• Richard Bartlett

• Josias Bodley

• Thomas Raven





Sovereignty and 
cartography

Portrait of Elizabeth I, commissioned by Sir 
Henry Lee: ‘The Ditchley Portrait’, by Marcus 
Gheeraerts the Younger, oil on canvas, circa 
1592 (NPG 2561)
© National Portrait Gallery, London



The power of maps…

“Just as ‘the historian paints the landscape of the past in the 
colours of the present’ so the surveyor, whether consciously 
or otherwise, replicates not just the ‘environment’ in some 
abstract sense but equally the territorial imperatives of a 
particular political system. 

Whether a map is produced under the banner of 
cartographic science - as most official maps have been - or 
whether it is an overt propaganda exercise, it cannot escape 
involvement in the processes by which power is deployed.”

J Brian Harley, ‘Maps, knowledge and power’, in The Iconography of Landscape, 
eds. Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (Cambridge: 1988), p.279



Richard Bartlett’s “generalle description” of 
Ulster, 1602-3 (MPF 1/35)

“The territorial imperatives of a particular 
political system…”, Brian Harley



Royal Coat of Arms of England (1399-1603) 













Josias Bodley, Map of ‘parte of ye Baronie of Loghinisholin’ (1609-10), No. 620, TNA MPF/47. 
Reproduced by permission of The National Archive, Kew

Maps in politics: the Plantation of Ulster and its surveyors and cartographers



Letter from Josias Bodley to Earl of Salisbury, 
Robert Cecil, Lord Treasurer for England and 
the English Crown, in February 24 1610:

Bodley held “that those escheated countries
should be so plotted that the known bounds 
of every country might be discerned by the 
eye, the church land distinguished from the 
temporal, and land already granted from that 
which is yet to be disposed of; the shares for 
the undertakers to be laid out with their 
apparent limits according to certain conceived 
proportions of different quantities, the 
goodness or badness of the soil; and the 
woods, rivers, or mountains, bogs and lochs, 
to be specified in their several places.”  
Source: Calendar of State Papers for Ireland 
1608–1609, 392–3.



Maps of the ‘escheated counties of 
Ulster’: the MPF 1/38-64 group of 28 
maps, named after Josias Bodley, were 
the product of many minds and hands…

William Parsons, surveyor general in Ireland 

George Sexten, clerk of the Crown in Ulster

Plus four other men “surveying and plotting” 
and also “framing and drawing up the plots 
and descriptions,” including Thomas Raven

And Josias Bodley himself…





How were the Bodley maps made?

‘Bodley’s instrumentation would … have been 
… rudimentary…’ , Margey (2011), pp.74-75

‘out of every barony such persons as by their 
experience in the county could give us the 
name and quality of every ballibo, quarter, 
tathe… with speciall notice how they butted or 
meared interchangeably the one or the other 
by which means and other necessary helpes
wee contrived those maps’, 
Letter Bodley to Earl of Salisbury, 24 February 
1609, TNA SP63/228/41.
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A GIS-based analysis of the townlands on the Bodley map of Loughinsholin (1609, map X)
Cat Porter and Keith Lilley



In 1609 Thomas Phillips, the governor of Coleraine, 
reported to the Corporation of the City of London on the 
prospects for Plantation. 
Among the articles of his report Phillips referred to one 
particular area troublesome to the English: 
“The Barony of Loghanshelan.” 

This area was, he wrote, “Tyrone’s chiefest fastness and the very 
Nursery of all rebellions in those parts and was therefore chiefly 
intended by his late Majesty to have been wholly planted with 
British which, if Londoners had done accordingly, they might have 
made of it as rich and strong a Country as any (of like in his 
Majesty’s Dominions) whereas it is now in worse case and far more 
dangerous to the State than when they first undertook it.”



‘Their geography has had the 
speedier dispatch, inasmuch as 
here the county is but little, 
consisting only of three 
baronies, and as they had sent 
two surveyors before to 
perambulate the country and 
to prepare the business by 
gathering notes of the names, 
sites, and extents of the 
townlands. This they 
performed well and readily, 
being accompanied with but a 
slender guard.’

From: F. W. Harris
‘The Commission of 
1609: Legal Aspects’,
Studia Hibernica, 20 
(1980), pp. 31-55

August 28 1609, letter sent from 
Limavady by Sir John Davies, Irish 
Attorney General, to Earl Salisbury in 
London, SP 63/227/122, CSPI 1608–1610.













1. Mapping Ireland’s landscapes through the ages

– Ordnance Survey (OS) mapping and survey of 
Ireland in the nineteenth century.

– The survey of Ireland as a colonial enterprise?

– Marking the landscape – survey and mapping:

• Triangulation

• Levelling

• Naming

– Maps and knowledge = power?
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Trigonometrical survey of Ireland of the 1820s-1830s 
linked to Scotland and Great Britain





Historic six-inch to one mile (6”) OS maps 

of Northern Ireland (1830s-1950s):

https://apps.spatialni.gov.uk/EduSocial

/PRONIApplication/index.html

https://apps.spatialni.gov.uk/EduSocial/PRONIApplication/index.html










2. Exhibition gallery visit – “Purpose and Portrayal--
Early Irish Maps and Mapping” 

A visit to the current Ulster Museum exhibition 
“Purpose and Portrayal--Early Irish Maps and 
Mapping” to explore how maps tell us about 
Ireland’s changing landscapes as well as 
revealing histories of the mapping of Ireland.


