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Read,,between the lines

The Tubgfhap is a design classic that helps millions of people
get to their destinations. And it all started with a man called Harry
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Above: Harry Beck’s original sketch from 1931 for a

new, radically redesigned Tube map. The sketch was
done across two. pages-of-his'tatty exercise book; a
version of his sketch is still in use today

In 1931, a 29-year-old draughtsman called Harry C
Beck was out of work. He had been working in the
Signal Engineer's office of the Underground Railways,
drawing elegtrical diagrams and schematics. One
day, while idly looking at the sprawling, geographi-
cally precise’but hard-to-follow map of London’s
Underground; he had an idea.

“It occured to me,” wrote Harry later, “That it
mlghl be possible to tidy up the map by straighten-
ing the lines, evening out the distance between
stations. The more [ thought about it, the more [
thought it was worth trying.”

So he produced a sketch in an old exercise book,
constructinga.network of verticals, horizontals and
diagonais gn]y overground feature he includ-
ed wasithe River: Thames. He showed it to some
colleagties, who urged him to submit it to the
Underground’s publ a%departmcm. He drew it

Aip as a full presentation visual; his design was

rejected. It was, apparently, £too revolutionary”

But Harry refused to W up hope, and the
following year decided to ¥y again. This time the
head of the department g{eeted him by saying

ft: Harry Beck in 1965,
ng the first Underground
‘based on his designs

B
the 1879 District

fpalculate the different fares
nvolved in a single journey.
In July 1933, Parliament
ormed a single governing
body called the London
-Passenger Transport Board




- COTKRDTTRS

AICAHANSWORT A

b cournaaTe
STAKMORT
- ARNOS GROVE
CANOHS FARK EDGWARE

. b sounps areen
Ut Oak (WATLING]

KHESURY
il b woopdneen

NEASDEY

DOLLIS WiLL b TURNPIEE LANE

" ox
RORTHAICK
BLISLP  RAVNEAS (- '
UKRRIDGE CKENAAM  MANDR UANE s

AmiiNGDON  RUTMP  pastcorr Y

b mancE WOULE

FINEBURY PARK
.
\SENAL DRAYTON PARE
s, g e

N
HOLLOWRY "R HIGHBURY & ISLINGTON
ROAD \|

WEHBLET 1oa SUDBURY
37¢ DGE PARY,

RLLEDEN

i

LS00 JURSTION

RENSAL GREEN

KILBURAN PRRK

HAIDA VALF CANDNBURY & ESSEX ROAD

Laphaore
SRV pavsmaten

e

PICCADILLY
= DOVIR STREET
. RYEE PRAK CORNER
ARIGHTBRLSE

[T xenninaron

STOCRWALL
" CLATHAM NORTI
CLABNAM COMMON

REFERENCE
PASTHICT RAILWAY oo METROPOLITAR ALY memm
BAKERLOO LINE el ETAOPOL AN ALY ==
PICCADILLY LINE e (BRLATORSFIARESVE 100
EOGWARE nGHAATE | FAST LONDON RAILNAY ==
5 MDRDER LMt [ INTERCHANSE STATiONS (D
CENTRAL LO8DON ALY WUMDER COMSTRLCYION a0

CLAPHAM 500TH

TRINITY R0AD (YOOVING BEC)
TOOTING BRCAGWAY

COLLIERS WaaD

SOUTH WIMBLEDOH (MERTON]

“You'd better sit down — I'm going to give you a Above: the first edition of Harry Beck’s
shock. We're going to print it!” design in January 1933. Harry’s name
In January 1933, the Underground printed appenedinittation Jefkhend carer
750,000 card folders of Harry’s work with the title
“A new design for an old map. We should welcome
your comments.” By February, a reprint of 100,000
was needed, and the design was heralded a success.
Harry received 10 guineas (about £400 in today’s
money) for the design and artwork, but the map did
get him another job on the Underground, working
on the map as it evolved over the next 20 years. He
finally left when the Victoria Line was being built, as
London Underground brought in a new designer.
Now 70 years old, the map is a design classic. The
BBC devoted a programme to it in 1988 and it was
voted one of the top ten designs of the century in a
MORI poll for the Audi Design Foundation in
2001. London’s Transport Museum has a perma-
nent exhibition dedicated to Harry’s most famous

Above: the last pocket version of the

work and there is even a work of art — The Great old Underground Railways map
Bear by Simon Patterson (owned by the Tate produced in 1932. The design was
Collection) — based on the map, using the original strictly geographical and could be

; X i . ) overlaid on to a map - but it remained
design but replacing the traditional station names ; ‘

. . _ confusing for customers. Several
with those of comedians, actors and explorers. stations are listed that no longer exist,
Harry Beck, who created the first-ever spoof of his including Dover Street (between Hyde
own design for the train staff magazine in Christmas ;ark Camer TdCPicca_?ill_ly) and British
1933, would probably have approved. © NpeuiT on e Skt iine
London’s Transport Musewm, 020 7379 6344. Open 10am-6pm The map is still'evolving. To pick up the
(Friday 1lam-6pm) € Covent Garden latest version, ask at your local Tube

station orvisit www.thetube.com
28 tube ;
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