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Map FAQs 
 

 



Who was William Smith? 
William Smith (1769-1839) was a surveyor and engineer, originally from the 
village of Churchill in Oxfordshire. In the course of his work around the 
country he realised that the order of rocks, that is the strata, were the same 
wherever you went. Not only that, but specific fossils could be attributed 
to particular strata, thereby allowing him to easily identify them across the 
country.  This led him to start mapping what strata were exposed in 
different parts of the country to explain his observations. 
  

Was William Smith a member of the Geological Society? 
No, he wasn’t.  He was never elected as a member. There are several 
reasons why this might have been the case ranging from the high 
membership fees to social differences between a working class engineer 
and the gentlemen of the Geological Society. However, he was awarded the 
very first Wollaston Medal by the Geological Society in 1831, still the 
highest award given by the Society for contributions to geology. 
  

What’s the map all about? 
The map shows the variations in the exposed rocks (outcrops) as the top 
layer in the strata as you move across the country. According to Smith’s 
system London Clay (bluish grey), found in the south-east of England, is the 
youngest stratum. As you head outwards from London, each layer that is 
exposed at the top of the strata gets progressively older, with Granite, 
Sienite and Gneiss (sienna brown) in Smith’s hierarchy being the oldest. 
  

What’s that floating in the “German Ocean”? 
That is a horizontal cross-section from Mount Snowdon to London, across 
the country showing the younger strata layering over the older ones as they 
dip south-eastwards.   

  
How important is the map? 
It is considered to be the first geological map made of a country – that is it 
was the first to classify the rocks by age (stratigraphically) using the fossil 
record. Besides the scientific developments the map embodies, it was 
made during the Industrial Revolution, at the beginning of the Age of Steam 
when knowing where deposits of coal might be found (and more 



importantly not found) were of national concern. Coal is indicated in black, 
the darker the tone, the more productive the coal beds. 
 

When were the maps made? 
The very first maps were produced in 1815 and sold to people and 
organisations who had subscribed to receive copies of the map. Most were 
produced between 1815-1819 but there are a small number which date 
from the 1830s. 
 

Were they all coloured by hand? 
Yes, they were. The base maps were engraved for Smith by John Cary, a 
famous map maker based on the Strand. Cary employed at least four 
different colourists who used watercolour to add the colour. These colours 
were specified by William Smith to match the predominant hue of the rocks 
described, although the colours on the map are far more vivid.   
 

How many maps did he make? 
We’re not entirely sure how many copies of the map were made, but the 
best estimate is that around 330-350 were produced in total.  After an 
initial batch of around 20 unnumbered maps, Smith was unhappy with the 
varying quality of the colouring.  He therefore insisted that he checked 
every map produced subsequently. There were then three numbered 
series 1-100, a1-a100 and a ‘b’ series, probably b1-b70.  There was then a 
small batch produced in the 1830s. 

 
How can you tell them apart? 
The map can be dated initially by the number. There are also give-aways in 
the geology. William Smith continued to make improvements to the map 
as his knowledge increased. The most notable area for this is the chalk 
outcrops on the Isle of Wight which went through at least six incarnations.   

  
How old is the map on the wall? 
This is one of the later unnumbered maps. The geology marked on the Isle 
of Wight and the watermark of the paper (1836) leads us to think this was 
one of the last produced, possibly a draft second edition. 
  



Does the Geological Society have other copies of the map? 
Yes, we do. We have two copies of first unnumbered versions of the map 
as well as one of the ‘b’ series.   
  

Why it is behind curtains? 
There has been a copy of the map on the wall of the Society since at least 
1828. That copy had faded badly through exposure to light and the 
discolouration of the varnish that had been applied to preserve it.  In 1931 
it was replaced by the map you see today.   
 
Since then you can see that much of the pinks and purples of the fragile 
watercolour has faded, so we now protect it as much as possible from 
further light damage by placing it behind curtains. 
  

How many copies of the map exist today? 
There are estimated to be about 130-150 copies of the map still in 
existence, although some are in poor condition. 
  

Are there any websites I can visit to find out more about the 
William Smith map? 
Yes. Our website has a section about Smith’s life as well as his map: 
www.geolsoc.org.uk/Library-and-Information-Services/Exhibitions/William-
Strata-Smith   
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