

Maps of Today, Maps of Tomorrow
Here is how my Maps of today Maps of Tomorrow is described in the official Literature Wales document for my Children’s Laureate project Summer 2026
Maps of Today, Maps of Tomorrow is a creative educational initiative led by Children’s Laureate Wales, Nicola Davies. The project is designed to inspire schoolchildren across Wales to explore and represent their local environments through the extended concept of maps. Drawing on historical and cultural interpretations, from cave paintings to Polynesian star paths, the project encourages children to think of maps not just as navigational tools, but as representations of personal history, identity, and future aspirations.
The project is closely linked to Nicola Davies’ new book, The Map of Me (2026), which tells the story of a child navigating a new city with the help of a personalised map created by her mother. This narrative models the kind of creative mapping children will undertake; maps that include meaningful landmarks such as favourite trees, ice cream shops, or family homes, rather than traditional cartographic features.

What I want the children involved in the project to get out of it is to think about where they live, to notice things they haven’t noticed before and to ask questions; why does my town look the way it does? why was that tree cut down? what is is going to look like around here in fifty years time? There are lots of sorts of answers to these questions but I hope that they will prompt children to think about the future and what agency they might have in influencing it. 
What I also would like them to do its to think about all the different things that a map can be and the ways in which a map can represent the world. These are things which you, as adults and illustrators, are better equipped than primary school children to explore. 
So I’m going to set out a few ideas for what you might do with the idea of maps…
You can approach this as a narrative artwork for other adults - and tutors - or you might want to think about it as something that could guide or inspire people younger than you, to explore the ideas in the way you have. For example, you might produce a finished map (and of course your map could take many forms ) plus some guidelines on the techniques you’ve used to create it and some prompts for children to help create maps of their own. 
I would advise before you embark on lots of hard work that you decide which you are going to do, and who your audience is going to be 
The list of ideas I’m about to set out is by no means exhaustive.You are free to do your own thing around the theme of maps. I’m sure you can do your own exploring and find your own way through the maze of information there is about maps and mapping. You could start by looking at all the ways in which mapping, navigation and path-finding enter into language.
One entertaining but information packed book I’d recommend is THIS WAY UP : When Maps Go Wrong and Why it Matters it a great listen oas an audio book and check them on You tube a bit irritating but informative. Also Mapping The World podcast on BBC sounds)

Remember these are just a few prompts, you can take this in whatever direction you like (see what I did there?) 

1. LIES, POWER AND PERSPECTIVE 
The map of the world that we are all familiar with is a kind of lie. It’s not completely deliberate. The problem is that the world is a sphere and a map is a flat rectangle. So when  you represent the shapes and sizes on the surface of a sphere on a flat map, you get distortions. In a way untruth is sort of inevitable but it is in the decision about what bits of the world are distorted that the power comes in. For example in the famous and still much used ‘MERCATOR PROJECTION world map, countries towards the Poles look bigger than they are and countries round the Equator look smaller. Great if you are a superpower in the global north, not so good if you are a country in the middle of Africa. On this map, Greenland looks bigger than the whole of Africa (probably the map that Trump uses…) But really, Africa is 14 times bigger than Greenland. 
A quick read of this will give you some more ideas about how maps and power are intertwined.
https://theconversation.com/five-maps-that-will-change-how-you-see-the-world-74967
A map is dependent on perspective and on what you want it to do, who you want it to impress or manipulate.

How you might explore this idea
A map from different perspectives 
How might a world map look to an oil company executive or a homeless refugee in the Sudan? How much do they each know about the world? What resources do they have to create their map? 
eg the executive might have a whole graphics dept at his disposal but the child might have to draw it in the sand or make it out of bits of discarded cloth…
How might the map of a proposed new town look to a developer and a child? What bits would be important to one and not to the other? Could there be a conversation that would allow them to create a map where they both got some of the things they wanted? 

2. OLD ROUTES AND OLD WAYS
Before google maps people would often prepare for a long journey by making a list of way points and road numbers. Newcastle Emlyn B433 to Cwm-cou left fork onto B4570 …etc
In earlier times before roads were marked clearly with numbers and when maps were scarce and expensive, you found your way on a journey either by learning the route from somebody else or by being given a list of instructions. You might just have to remember this list because you couldn’t read - most people pre-19th century couldn’t . If you were really lucky you might have a long skinny bit of paper with some landmarks represented on it that could guide you from one place on the way, to the next. Or you might just set off and hope for the best, and ask for directions along the way.
Before the railways existed the long distance travellers in the UK were the Drovers. It was their job to drive herds of cows, sheep or pigs, flocks of geese and ducks from the farms where the animals were produced to the big markets in cities. The biggest market was Smithfield in London and animals would be brought there from as far away as  Scotland N England and Anglesey. Places that are on tiny back lanes now were once big meeting points for drovers and their herds and flocks.

How you might explore this idea
Make an illustrated linear route map of a familiar journey - it could be a journey you do every day - a walk to work, the bus journey home. You could personalise it as much as you want, add words, poetry. It could be a guide that would help tell someone else how to follow this route, or a record of a particular journey on a particular day. 
Take a look at
On A Train Home WithThe Sun In My Eyes  by Chris Snow (and the other map related art and podcast - good inspiration) 
https://mapsanddiagrams.co.uk/products/on-a-train-home-with-the-sun-in-my-eyes-a-book-by-chris-snow-maps-diagrams-pre-order
Do some research about Drover’s roads and make a route map of a section of one part their journeys…either imagining it from a Drover’s perspective or as an illustrated historical document that tells a modern audience something about their journeys and their lives. 

3 ANIMAL WAY FINDING 
Soon, in Spring in the N Hemisphere and in the matching Autumn in the South, millions of animals will be moving around the planet, exchanging Summer and Winter homes. They will travel thousands of miles - sometimes in a single journey. Bar tailed godwits will fly straight across the Pacific from New Zealand to Alaska in one go. Ting Ruby Throated hummingbirds will fly across the Gulf of Mexico without stopping. And Manx shearwaters will ride the winds that follow the Gulf Stream to come home to Pembrokeshire from the coast of Patagonia.
How do they navigate? The answer is that we don’t know the whole story and different species do it in different ways. Some use stars, some use the Earth’s magnetic field, some use scent (Manx shearwaters do that). Some follow their mum and dad (cranes) some do it all alone (cuckoos ) and may even have some kind of genetically inbuilt map. 
What we do know is that, if they could make maps, they would show very different things from the things human maps show. The oceans, for example, would not be universally blue and plain to a migrating shark or whale; they would be punctuated with seamounts, with areas where the water is rich in food, and streaked with ‘no go areas’ which mark human shipping lanes. Their way-finding is probably more like a kind of flow diagram, with a series of decision points a much more complex version of:
follow prevailing wind. If there’s food, stop for a while, if not keep flying. When its gets nice and warm, stop. 

How you might explore this idea
Superimpose animal journeys on a human map or even a photograph  You could do this at a small scale - perhaps the many criss crossings of a park or garden by small birds, mice, squirrels etc over a set period of time. Or something on a much bigger scale- a map showing the huge ‘flyways’ that cross the globe and are used like aerial motorways by wild birds. You could add illustrations of the animals 

Represent the migration of a particular species from the perspective of the individual animal. This could be a series of illustrations - snapshots of scenes from the route, with added text. Remember to find a way to represent the different senses of your chosen animal - birds’ different sensitive to colour; some can sense magnetic fields and others are very sensitive to smells. 

Find out more here  about the basics of animal migration 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zrt66g8#zdyff82

how humans make it tougher for animal travellers
https://www.unep-wcmc.org/en/news/5-surprising-obstacles-to-migratory-animals-journeys

global flyways 
https://www.birdlife.org/globalflyways/

time laspe showing bird flight paths (great for visual inspiration and very cool)
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gallery/2023/jul/21/stillin-motion-time-lapsed-montages-of-starling-murmurations
Also check out the videos of Dennis Hlynsky from Rhode Island school of Design. 

4 MAP OF ME
I’m not going to say much about this one because it just is what it says. A personal map of you - who you are, what matters to you, how you fit into the space of the world and the time line of your life. You could take just one strand of that and look at your personal relationship to space (map yourself like a starling’s flight path) or you could map yourself in time, including a projection into the future you imagine for yourself. You could map your body and your brain and add labels about how everything feels from the inside as well as how it looks from the outside.

Take a look at the work of Grayson Perry, which is almost always narrative and nearly always autobiographical . His Map of Days is on the RA website
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/a-map-of-days

His Map of Nowhere inspired by the Mappae Mundi 
https://paragonpress.co.uk/works/map-of-nowhere

and Map of an Englishman  (look closely read all the labels)
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/95186

5 EXTENDING THE MAP
A map can be a representation of physical, temporal or even emotional space, but a map is also an aid to way-finding. In cultures without any kind of written language, all sorts of things have been used to help with navigation including songs, stories and dances. Wayfinding in ancient cultures was inextricably linked with the world of the spirits and the ancestors which were as real to ancient peoples as your smart phone is to you. Their systems of wayfinding  depended on lifelong, intimate knowledge of their environment.

There’s a quick summary of four ancient kinds of Wayfinding here
https://www.schoolsobservatory.org/learn/culture/nav-wayfinding
All of them are marvellous but perhaps the most impressive are the skills of the Polynesian navigators . There’s a good introduction here
https://www.bbc.co.uk/future/article/20231128-what-we-can-learn-from-the-ancient-art-of-wayfinding
They relied on star navigation and master navigators would learn to recognise hundreds of individual stars, their rising and setting points at different times of year. Perhaps even more remarkable was their understanding of the complex interaction between waves, currents and swells, and the topography of islands. Trainee navigators would make stick maps to represent these wave and current patterns, but today no one fully understands exactly what they mean but they do look amazing and sort of magical.
https://ocean.si.edu/human-connections/history-cultures/navigating-waters-micronesian-stick-charts

Perhaps the hardest for modern humans to get their brains around are the Songlines of native Australians. The Aboriginal people made mental maps of routes running thousands of miles across the vast continent of Australia and embedded them in songs and stories. These held the navigational details like landmarks, where there were waterholes and places to shelter but placed them in the context of a big spiritual and cultural context. 
There’s a good intro here
https://medium.com/@leomullerrodriguez/understanding-aboriginal-songlines-434f195bd17f

One of the most interesting things about human navigational skills is how they may be very closely tied to the evolution of language and the ability to think itself. Sadly, using google maps completely bypasses the bits of the brain that we normally use for way finding. What’s more, there is evidence to suggest that loss of way finding ability makes us more liable to get dementia. 
So you might want to smarten up your own navigational skills
https://www.naturalnavigator.com/natural-navigation/

How you might explore this idea (these are all a bit ‘out there’ so iff they seem a bit crazy don’t worry …Just stick to the less crazy ideas!)
Be your own way finder - make a journey without a map using cues in the environment, landmarks, the sun, the sky. Record in pictures and words what you see, what you notice and how it makes you feel. You could even extend this, and turn it into a story (or even a song )that would help others to follow the same route. 

Looking for patterns - navigation by the stars or using the waves and currents in the ocean 
requires attention to detail, and the ab slitty to spot patterns that recur in space or time. Humans brains are naturally very good at pattern spotting. 
What patterns can you spot in the world around you that might tell you something? And how might you represent them.
eg. Patterns in the traffic in the city - how do they change over 24 hours ?
Patterns in how people move about a building ?
(for both of these think back to those time lapse pictures of bird flight…) 
There could even be patterns in the way people use words - repeating particular words in certain contexts or at times of day?
How could you represent patterns like these in a visual form ? ( think about stitching maybe?)
 

 










  




