
Transit maps that bend the truth
While grids and gridlike structures have been used for centuries, it’s in the 20th century 
that grids became a large part of our visual language. Below is an example of a grid 
structure being used as an abstracted and more orderly version of topography that is 
neither grid shaped or rectilinear. 

The top image is a drawing 
of the London Underground, 
with all stops and routes 
drawn to scale. While this is a 
t r u e m a p o f t h e 
Underground, it’s not the 
one passengers use to find 
their way. That map is below., 
and its first version was 
drawn by Henry Beck.

Beck’s map is a schematic 
representation of the above 
geographic rea l i ty. The 
curving, meandering routes 
are simplified into straight 
line segments. Distances are 
inaccurate : note the river’s 
distance from the green and 
yellow routes. However the 
maps were wildly popular 
with passengers, who found 
it easier to understand. 
Schematic maps are still used 
for many public transit 
systems.

You can see an animation of the geographically correct map, Beck’s map, and the 
modern London Underground map at http://fourthway.co.uk/tfl.html.

Rachel Elliott, University of Kentucky Writing Center
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Communicating with Grids



Bending modernism’s grid in the postmodern age
Modernism was in full swing when Beck designed his 
tube map in the 1930s, and it shows the influence of 
the era. The grid is the poster child of modernism, 
taught in the Bauhaus design school, painted by the 
then-shockingly-new nonrepresentational artists, and 
arranged into modular, industrial-age building blocks 
by architects. 

In the postmodern era, the grid started to feel too 
chok ing and r e s t r i c t i ve . Pos tmode rn and 
deconstructivist architects began to bend, rearrange, 
and break the grid into more complex and less 
puritanically ordered environments.

The Seattle Central Library, built from 1999-2004 and 
designed by Rem Koolhaus and OMA, looks more like 
origami than a cube. It’s sides jut in and out, bending 
the reflections of surrounding buldings. And while the 
metal structural skin is a grid, it’s angles aren’t right 
angles. Everything is slightly distorted and unclear; even 
the words carved into the wood floor are reversed.

Rachel Elliott, University of Kentucky Writing Center

Top left: The modernist 
Seattle Central Library, 
b u i l t i n 1 9 6 0 b y 
Leonard Bindon and 
John L Wright.

Right, from top: Seattle 
Central Library in 2004, 
d e s i gned b y R em 
Koo l h a u s & OMA . 
I n t e r i o r v i ew , t he 
disorientingly red 4th 
level, wood floor on 
ground level.


