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Collecting

Today we hold the world  
in our pockets, the 
comprehensive charts of 
Google Maps offering us an 
efficient and portable guide 

to the places we live and explore. But 
while modern maps have achieved a 
pinnacle of cartographic ambition in 
their clean, uncomplicated accuracy, 
they lack the decorative, historic – and 
whimsical – appeal afforded by maps of 
the past.

Elegantly bridging the gap between 
art and science, antique maps hold a 
powerful fascination. They chart  
the changes to our world and our 
understanding of it, not only showing 
geographic information but also 
representing the beliefs and biases of 
the mapmakers and society of their 
time. Happily, the market for antique 
maps is incredibly broad, with an entire 
globe’s worth of cartography to explore, 
dating back hundreds of years. And, as 
such, the world of old maps is a thrilling 
and remarkably accessible market for 
prospective collectors.

For those just starting out it’s a good 
idea to establish a specific focus for your 
collection – the subject is so vast that it 
would otherwise be almost impossible 
to know where to begin. The fun is in 
deciding where your interest lies. 

Jenny Oldaker explores the enduring appeal of antique maps,  
and the compelling stories that reside within them…

A WORLD OF 
WONDER

‘People tend to collect a subject for 
personal reasons,’ asserts Daniel 
Crouch of specialist dealer Daniel 
Crouch Rare Books. ‘For example,  
I collect Oxford and Oxfordshire 
because that’s where I was born and 
still live. However, I also have an 
interest in pirates and piracy because, 
at heart, I’ve never grown up and want 
to buckle swash and dig for treasure!’

Once you’ve established an area of 
interest for collecting – whether it’s by 
date, cartographer, geographical area or 
wider theme – it’s vital to get a sense of 

what’s out there by speaking to experts 
and physically seeing or handling the 
maps themselves. Reputable dealers 
and specialists will be happy to  
share their knowledge and show you 
examples. Map exhibitions such as the 
Royal Geographical Society’s London 
Map Fair (next taking place in June 
2022) are ideal for seeing a wide range 
of expert dealers and maps under  
one roof. 

With a wealth of books and research 
on the subject, learning about the world 
of antique maps couldn’t be easier. Even 

better, old maps are widely available 
and the lower end of the market is 
temptingly within reach – attractive 
antique maps can be bought for under 
£100, and collectors can even find 
interesting decorative maps of the UK, 
such as John Ogilby’s road maps and 
some of John Speed’s county maps, for 
under £500. 

While there are myriad options 
available at the lower end of the market, 
prices for antique maps can also reach 

eye-watering amounts. ‘Rare and 
historically or politically important 
maps tend to fetch the highest prices,’ 
says Cathy Marsden, specialist in  
the Rare Books and Manuscripts 
department at Lyon & Turnbull. ‘Abel 
Buell’s A New and Correct Map of the 
United States of North America from 
1784 is a great example of this, selling 
for $2.1m at auction in 2010 – only a 
handful of copies are known to exist 
and it was the first map to be printed in 

the newly founded United States  
of America.’

There are further reasons why a map 
might attract a hefty price tag. ‘Maps 
that tell compelling stories – like 
Albrecht Dürer’s celestial maps from 
1515, the first printed star charts, for 
example – are always popular and 
therefore valuable,’ explains Daniel 
Crouch. ‘Also, items with universal 
appeal (world maps – by definition!)  
tend to make the highest prices. For 

ABOVE Detail 
from a 1635 map 
of Britain by Dutch 
cartographer 
Willem Blaeu. LEFT 
Edenburgum, Scotiae 
Metropolis by Georg 
& Franz Hogenerg 
Braun fetched £600 
at Lyon & Turnbull.  
RIGHT Albrecht 
Dürer’s Imagines 
coeli Septentrionales 
cum duodecim 
imaginibus zodiaci 
(first printed star 
charts 1515) sold for 
£500,000 at Daniel 
Crouch Rare Books. W
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WHERE TO BUY
Daniel Crouch Rare Books 

020 7042 0240  
crouchrarebooks.com
Bryars & Bryars 

020 7836 1901 
bryarsandbryars.co.uk

Altea Gallery 
020 7491 0010  
alteagallery.com

Specialist sales at UK auction  
houses are also a good option  
for discovering antique maps,  

and events such as the London Map 
 Fair (londonmapfairs.com) are  

a great source of both information  
and maps for sale. 

WHERE TO SEE
The British Library 

An extensive collection of maps 
available to view at this iconic institution.  

bl.uk/subjects/maps
Bodleian Map Room 

Contact the library in advance to view 
maps from this vast collection.  

bodleian.ox.ac.uk/maps
Hereford Cathedral  

Visit for the Hereford Mappa Mundi,  
the largest medieval map still known  

to exist, dating from c1300. 
themappamundi.co.uk

instance, we currently have one of three 
known examples of Luis Teixeira’s  
wall map of 1604. Such maps, even  
at £400,000, remain popular.’

While this may be beyond the budget 
of new collectors, there are plenty of 
interesting stories to be found in less 
expensive options. For example, there  
is a patent appeal to owning one of the 
many maps that depict the state of 
California as an island. This long-held 
misconception is thought to date back 
to the 16th century and found its way 
onto various maps over proceeding 
years before explorations in the mid 
18th century conclusively refuted the 
notion. Depending on factors such as 
condition, edition and cartographer, 
maps featuring this inaccuracy can  
still be picked up for less than £1,000.

Without the knowledge and tools so 
readily at our disposal today, mistakes 
like this were common among 
cartographers of the past, as they 

attempted to make sense of and 
represent the world they knew. Many 
such errors are chronicled in Edward 
Brooke-Hitching’s book The Phantom 
Atlas: The Greatest Myths, Lies and 
Blunders on Maps – a fascinating read 
for budding map collectors, or indeed 
for anyone whose interest is piqued by 
the role that imagination, legend and 
folklore have played in the history  
of our depictions of the world. This 
inventiveness of cartographers of the 
past no doubt contributes to the current 
interest in old maps, as they are  
frequently rich in decorative appeal 
and fantastical detail.

‘Older maps are often beautifully 
illustrated, with hand-coloured 
cartouches and fantastically drawn 
animals – both real and imaginary,’ 
agrees Cathy. One such example is the 
world map of the Liber Chronicarum, 
or Nuremberg Chronicle, by Hartmann 
Schedel, published in 1493, which 

contains an entire panel of mythical 
creatures believed to inhabit far-off 
lands, including centaur and cyclops. 
Equally, the inclusion of sea monsters  
in the oceans of pre 17th-century maps 
was not just an attractive decoration, 
but also hinted at the dangers that 
lurked in uncharted territories. Such 
oddities offer huge appeal to today’s 
romantic imagination – and are a far 
cry from the unadorned lines of 
factually accurate contemporary 
wayfinders.

The stories told by the maps of the 
past, not to mention their huge appeal 
as artworks in their own right, makes 
them an enticing and emotionally 
resonant field for collecting. And while 
some subjects or themes may rise in 
value over time, it is almost impossible 
to predict the way the market will 
change, so it’s important to go with your 
heart when starting a collection. ‘Buy 
what you love and never solely as an 
investment,’ advises Daniel. ‘Trust me, 
I’ve done this full-time for the whole  
of my career and I do OK, but I have  
not (and never will) get rich being a  
map dealer.’ 

The whole world is waiting to be 
explored, and through the medium  
of antique maps we can all enjoy a 
thrilling adventure from the comfort  
of home… 

RIGHT Luis Teixeira’s 
Magna Orbis 
Terrarum Nova, 
1604. A spectacular 
wall map made at 
the beginning of the 
Dutch Golden Age,
£450,000 at Daniel 
Crouch Rare Books.

BELOW John 
Speed’s County 
map of Radnor,
£280 at Altea 
Gallery.
 

FACING PAGE 
A map of North 
America, with 
California as an 
island, by Pieter Van 
Der Aa, £500 at 
Altea Gallery. 
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