
Newsletter, July 2014
 
Welcome to my July 2014 newsletter. Some catching up to do this month after my previous one, and plenty 
to talk about for map of the month. Thanks to everyone who said hello to me at the Illustrators Fair at Kings 
Cross, it was a very enjoyable day.

Web Page News
After nine newsletters completed, I have realised that the maps of the month are disappearing into the 
aether. Newsletters are now properly archived here, and you can download each map of the month 
directly as a high-resolution jpeg.
 
On the web
• With the death of Massimo Vignelli in May, Next City offered us 7 Alternate Versions of the New York 

City Subway Map; one of them is my own New York circles design.
• My London circles map continues to pop up here and there. Here is a mention from Tom Candy and 

a nice article from Hospital Records explaining how the design was adapted to publicise their music 
events.

• Two articles in French: one at Demain la Ville and another at Espaces Temps.
• My Design Museum presentation from last year got Rachel Davies at Agile Coaching thinking. 

The result is an article about software design.
 
Dates for your diary
On Thursday 10th July, I am scheduled for a studio discussion with Hans-Ulrich Obrist on the topic of 
maps versus diagrams on the BBC Radio 4 Today program. He has recently published a compilation of 
explorations: Mapping it Out. I don’t yet have a scheduled time, but it is most likely to be in the last thirty 
minutes of the program, before 09:00. BBC radio programs can be accessed online.
 
Map research
• The internet survey on map design is still live. So far, 240 people have taken part, and you can access 

it at www.tubemapcentral.com/survey. It takes around 15 minutes to complete, and I still need many 
more people to respond to get the best possible data. All are welcome, even (especially?) map-
phobics.

• Another student project has commenced, looking at people’s general aesthetic preferences for shape, 
their cognitive ability, and journey planning performance and usability ratings for three different Berlin 
U- and S-Bahn maps. It should provide an interesting comparison with the internet survey. I will report 
back on the outcomes of this year’s student projects in September.

 
Map of the month: It seemed like a good idea at the time. It always does

Why can’t designers add this information to the map, it would be so easy for them to do it, and it 
would be so useful? All map designers find themselves at the wrong end of this question from time 
to time. People who make such requests rarely stop and think about whether their suggestions might be 
impractical, with hidden complexities that derail the idea outright, or damage the appearance of the design 
so much that it ceases to be usable. Interchange quality is a frequent request for the London Underground 
map. Some transfers between lines involve a short walk across a platform, others a lengthy hike of several 
hundred yards, so this feature is undoubtedly potentially useful. The clue, therefore, assuming that 
designers are clever, resourceful people, is that this is almost impossible, otherwise such information would 
have been added years ago. There are so many complications to including these details on a simple, small 
paper map that it would would cease to be simple and small, and the result would be an unusable mess.

I can illustrate this with an even simpler example. TfL recently created and published an Underground map 
that indicates which stations are equipped with toilets. Four symbols, in two colours, applied to around 120 
stations. Is the station equipped or not, what are the facilities, is a ticket needed to access them? But is 
even this really that simple? Well … Are the toilets available for the full working day, or do they close early, 
and if so, at what times? Are they free? In a complicated station with several exits, where are they located? 
Are they genuinely available, or does a grumpy station manager keep them locked because he/she can’t be 
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bothered to walk to the end of the platform to check them at regular intervals? Does it matter whether the 
toilets are actually within the station? If there are facilities nearby, should they also be flagged and, if so, 
where are they, when do they open, and are they free?  You get the idea, nothing is simple in real life.

At the recent Schematic Mapping workshop, I was discussing various wayfinding issues with a colleague.
In particular the system that the London Underground uses to direct people to station platforms; 
designating them as northbound/southbound/eastbound/westbound. We knew that there were 
complexities and anomalies, so would a map showing this information be feasible and useful? This was an 
interesting idea for me for three reasons. First, as an intellectual challenge. Second, as a nice demonstration 
of how an apparently simple information design concept can collapse under its own weight. And third, 
having heard London Underground staff declare on several occasions that Underground signage is the 
best in the world, just how consistent and intuitive is this key navigational information on the ground?

Not surprisingly, the outcome is a bit of a monstrosity. The wiggly lines are a result of a design decision to 
make the line trajectories themselves follow the compass point designations: thus they completely match 
the station symbols, and this also makes interchanges much neater. They also highlight areas where local 
geography conflicts with the line designations. The map shows that methods of assisting passengers in 
finding the right platform are not particularly consistently applied across the TfL rail network, but the utility 
(for planning a journey) of providing this information is so low that the costs of applying it practically destroy 
any of the benefits of having a map. Note the quantity of text required to explain what the map is showing. 
If your idea for assisting people needs this much supplementary information in order for them to make 
sense of it, then the chances are that this innovation is not making their lives easier.

A map that shows how compass-point directional information is used to assist people in navigating 
Underground stations? That sounded like a great idea didn’t it?

For the map of the month in the August newsletter, I will be returning to New York to have another attempt 
at desecrating Massimo Vignelli’s design icon. You can subscribe to this at my web pages 
www.tubemapcentral.com.
 

Max Roberts, max@tubemapcentral.com
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EB/WB designation at 
platform entrances only, 
not on platform signs

A map of the cardinal point-based signage on the Underground, showing, for each station, how 
train routes are described, so that you can find the platform for the correct direction of travel

Wayfinding Signage on the London Underground 4) Key to Station Symbols (II)

Trains leaving the station on 
this line in this direction are 
designated as eastbound (EB)    

Trains leaving the station on 
this line in this direction are 
designated as northbound (NB)     

Trains leaving the station on 
this line in this direction are 
designated as southbound (SB)     

Trains leaving the station on 
this line in this direction are 

designated as westbound (WB)     

1) Wayfinding on Urban Rail Networks
Users of any metro network worldwide require assistance to identify the correct platform. Most networks have 
destination-based signs: trains from this platform eventually end up at X, trains from that platform eventually end up at Y. This 
works well, for example, on the Paris Metro, where most lines are unbranched, and most trains run to the end of the line. 
For more complicated systems, alternatives include list-based signs; a simple list of stations, and map-based signs; using 
some sort of schematic map. Both detail the stations available from a particular platform, but can be time-consuming for a 
novice to interpret. Other systems are key station-based signs which try to give an indication of direction by identifying 
the most important stations served, and next station-based signs (used in Berlin before the Second World War). Both 
might require a user to consult a map to interpret them, or have considerable network knowledge. 
 
With an old network that rapidly became complex, the London Underground has experimented with just about all of these 
systems, but eventually, in the 1920s adopted cardinal point-based signs, in which the user is informed that, for example, 
trains from this platform are northbound, trains from that platform are southbound. In theory, this can simplify and speed 
wayfinding, but still requires users to have familiarity with a network map, and some idea of the direction that they are 
going. The system works best when lines are decisive and do not change their direction of travel. Where this is not the case 
in London, rather than adapting cardinal point designations at individual stations to reflect local geography, the same 
designations are used for the entire line, meaning that users must sometimes take account of where the line came from, as 
well as where it is going to, in order to identify the direction of travel. For example, the Piccadilly Line from Holborn to 
Cockfosters is not designated northbound, it is designated eastbound because it originated from Heathrow Airport, in west 
London. 
 
Signs on the London Underground are either permanent (for example, metal plates fixed to walls and pillars on platforms 
and passageways) or temporary (for example, timetable posters and electronic next-train indicators). Permanent signs at 
platform entrances and on platforms might comprise just words (e.g. northbound trains), or be supplemented by a map of 
the stations served in the relevant direction.  

5) Lines and Cardinal Point Signage

Follows Hammersmith &  
City/Metropolitan/ District 
Line designations, but  
Aldgate is NB/SB, deviating 
from timetables

NB/SB throughout

EB/WB but see individual  
stations from Hainault to 
Roding Valley

EB/WB throughout

EB/WB throughout

Bakerloo Line

NB/SB Stanmore�–Green Park 
EB/WB Westminster�–Stratford

NB Aldgate (WB on timetable) 
EB/WB Moorgate�–Baker St 
NB/SB Baker St onwards but  
EB/WB West Harrow�–Uxbridge 
to match the Piccadilly Line

NB/SB throughout

EB/WB but NB/SB Finsbury 
Pk to match the Victoria Line

NB/SB throughout

Paper timetables as follows:  
EB/WB: Barking to Gospel Oak 
EB/WB: North London Line & 
West London Line; Richmond/
Clapham Junction to Stratford 
NB/SB: Euston to Watford Jcn 
NB/SB: East London Line & South 
London Line; Clapham Junction/
Croydon/Crystal Palace/New 
Cross to HIghbury & Islington 
There are several deviations on 
the West London Line

No cardinal points, all signs 
are destination-based

EB/WB, not shown on signs

2) Stations and their Signs on the London Underground
Wayfinding signs serve two purposes. To get people to the correct platform, and to reassure that they are 
on the correct platform once they arrive. Stations vary in their complexity and, therefore, so do signage 
needs. For an individual line, here are the possible configurations in ascending order of complexity: 
 
1) A terminus in which all platforms dispatch trains in the same direction. The only information necessary is 
which train will depart first if there is a choice of platforms. 
  
2) A single platform that has two faces, one for each direction of travel. The platform entrance requires no 
information about which face serves which direction of travel. This is only needed on the platform itself. 
 
3) Separate platforms in different locations which serve opposite directions of travel. Now, directional 
wayfinding information is required at each platform entrance so that the correct one is chosen. Additional 
information on the platform itself will reinforce to a passenger that the correct choice has been made. 
 
4) Multiple platforms for the same line, with two or more platforms dispatching trains in the same direction, 
but to different destinations. At Camden Town, Northern Line, two separate northbound platforms serve 
different branches (Edgware/High Barnet) and two separate southbound platforms serve identical branches 
(City/West End). A simple designation of northbound/southbound is insufficient at platform entrances.

Anerley

NB designation on only 
some permanent signs

NB designation only on line 
maps on station tunnel 
walls, not visible whan a 
train is in a platform 

NB designation only on line 
maps on station tunnel 
walls, not visible whan a 
train is in a platform 

Metropolitan and Circle Line 
platforms to Liverpool St are 
designated NB on all 
permanent signs. The Circle 
Line platform to Tower Hill is 
only designated SB on the 
platform electronic next-
train indicator. Timetables in 
the ticket hall designate 
trains to Liverpool St as WB, 
and Tower Hill as EB

NB/SB designation on some 
platform signs only, not at 
platform entrances

Piccadilly Line is designated 
NB/SB on all permanent 
signs. Platform timetables 
designate trains as EB/WB

Timetable posters are on 
Platforms 1 (to Shoreditch) 
and 8 (to Stratford) only.  
No timetable posters on 
Platforms 2 (to Shoreditch) 
or 7 (to Camden Road)  

Platforms are designated as 
via Hainault, or via Woodford. 
Paper timetables designate 
Hainault as EB and Woodford 
as WB

Paper timetables designate 
Woodford as EB and London 
via Newbury Park as WB

SB designation at only 
some platform entrances, 
and on no platform signs

SB designation on some 
platform signs only, and 
not at platform entrances

NB/SB designation on 
platform signs only, and 
not at platform entrances

NB/SB designation on 
only some permanent 
signs

Metropolitan Line: NB/EB designation 
on platform signs. EB designation at 
some platform entrances, no NB 
designation at platform entrances 

EB/WB designation on 
platform signs only, not 
at platform entrances

NB/SB designation on 
platform signs only, not 
at platform entrances

NB/SB designation on only 
some permanent signs

6) Some Final Notes and Caveats
Stations without cardinal point signs have been aligned to correspond with the official designation. 
For example, timetable booklets for the Barking-Gospel Oak Line describe the directions of travel 
as EB/WB. These designations are not used on any station signs, and timetables are bi-directional, 
hence cardinal points cannot be used for selecting a platform at the stations themselves. The West 
London Line, from Shepherd�’s Bush to Imperial Wharf, deviates from personal timetable booklets 
(EB/WB) with all station signage and timetable posters indicating the direction of travel as NB/SB. 
 
The network has been surveyed as comprehensively as possible over four days during May/June 
2014. Some assumptions have been made, particularly for straightforward Underground stations, 
and it is likely that some errors have slipped through. Station renovations might also result in 
information on this map becoming obsolete. Please send corrections to max@tubemapcentral.com 

NB/SB designation on 
platform signs only, not 
at platform entrances
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With thanks to Mike Horne and Geoff Marshall 
for assistance with line designations

District/Circle Line platform 
to South Kensington is 
designated EB on all 
permanent signs. District Line 
platform to Earl�’s Court is 
designated WB on all 
permanent signs. Circle Line 
platform to High Street 
Kensington is designated WB 
on platform timetables only. 

3) Key to Station Symbols (I)

No cardinal point wayfinding information 
at this station, for this line. Permanent 
signs are destination-based, map-based, 
or key station-based. Timetables are 
bi-directional, do not mention cardinal 
points, or are non-existent.    

Terminus 
Station

Through 
Station

Cardinal point wayfinding information 
at this station, for this line, only on 
temporary signs, for example, on 
timetables displayed on platforms. 
Permanent signs are destination-based, 
map-based, or key station-based.    

Terminus 
Station

Through 
Station

Cardinal point wayfinding information at 
this station, for this line, on all permanent 
signs, including platforms and (where 
applicable) platform entrances.    

Terminus 
Station

Through 
Station

Interchange 
Station

Interchange 
Station

Interchange 
Station

For asterisked stations, consult nearby 
boxes for additional information.Because of the 

complexities of the 
station, with separate 
NB platforms for the 
two branches, not all 
signs to NB platforms 
are designated NB, some 
are destination-based
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