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INTRODUCTION:
THE WORLD AS
YOU'VE NEVER
SEEN IT

Maps  have  a lways
been a trusted way to
understand  our  world.
They guide us on road
trips, help us visualize
continents,  and  define
the  borders  we  live
w i t h i n .  B u t  w h a t
h a p p e n s  w h e n
mapmakers step away
f r o m  s t r i c t
geographical  accuracy
and  let  imagination,
satire, or data drive the
p e n ?  E n t e r  t h e
fascinating  realm  of

strange maps of the
w o r l d .  T h e s e
cartographic  oddities
flip  our  perspective,
distort  reality,  and
reveal  hidden  truths
about  history,  culture,
a n d  h u m a n
psychology.  From
upside-down globes to
maps  built  on  data
alone, each one tells a
s t o r y  t h a t  n o
conventional atlas can.
Whether  you  are  a
geography  enthusiast
or simply curious about
unusual  visualizations,
e x p l o r i n g  t h e s e
u n c o n v e n t i o n a l
depict ions  is  both
en te r ta in ing  and
enlightening.  Let's
embark  on  a  journey
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through  some  of  the
most peculiar, thought-
p r o v o k i n g ,  a n d
sometimes  downright
bizarre  maps  ever
created.

THE ALLURE OF
CARTOGRAPHIC
ODDITIES

What  d raws  us  t o
strange maps? Part of
the  fascination  lies  in
their  ability  to  break
the norms of traditional
cartography.  Standard
m a p s  p r i o r i t i z e
accuracy,  scale,  and
orientation.  Strange
m a p s ,  h o w e v e r ,
prioritize  a  different
k i n d  o f  t r u t h :
emotional,  political,  or
artistic.  They  can  be
deliberately misleading
to  make  a  point,  or
they  can simply  reflect
a  different  way  of
s e e i n g  t h e  s a m e
planet.  They  often
c h a l l e n g e  o u r
assumpt ions .  For

i n s t a n c e ,  t h e
Mercator  projection
i s  f a m i l i a r  b u t
profoundly  distorts
landmasses  near  the
poles. Yet we accept it
because  we  are  used
to  it.  Strange  maps
remind us that no map
is  truly  neutral.  Every
map is a product of its
creator's choices.

Why
Strange
Maps
Matter
Beyond  their  novelty,
t h e s e  u n u s u a l
visualizations  serve
important  functions.
They  can  be  powerful
tools  for  satire,  as  in
m a p s  t h a t  s h o w
countr ies  s ized  by
population rather than
area.  They  can  also
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preserve  historical
perspectives,  such  as
medieval mappa mundi
that  placed  Jerusalem
at  the  center  of  the
world. In a digital age
where we rely on GPS
and  satellite  views,
revisiting strange maps
of the world reminds us
that cartography is  as
m u c h  a n  a r t  a s  a
science.  They  spark
curiosity,  encourage
critical  thinking  about
representation,  and
often make us laugh or
think deeply.

UNCONVENTIONAL
PROJECTIONS:
SEEING THE
WORLD ANEW

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
common  fo rms  o f
strange maps involves
altering  the  projection
—  the  mathematical
method of transferring
the  globe  onto  a  flat
surface.  Whi le  the
Mercator  projection

i s  t h e  m o s t
recognizable,  it  is  far
from the only one, and
many  alternatives
produce bizarre-looking
results.

Gall-Peters
Projection: This
projection
preserves area
accuracy but
distorts shapes.
Africa appears
much larger than
in Mercator,
while Europe and
North America
shrink. Many
people find it
strange because
it contradicts
ingrained visual
expectations.
Dymaxion Map
(Fuller
Projection):
Invented by
Buckminster
Fuller, this map
unfolds the globe
into a series of
triangles that can
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be arranged in
multiple ways.
The result is a
world that looks
fragmented,
almost like a flat
puzzle with huge
gaps of ocean.
Waterman
Butterfly
Projection:
Similar to the
Dymaxion, this
projection
arranges
continents in a
butterfly-like
shape, with
oceans heavily
distorted. It is
both beautiful
and disorienting.
Vertical
Orientation
Maps: Some
maps flip the
conventional
north-up
orientation,
placing south at
the top. These
upside-down

maps challenge
the psychological
dominance of the
Northern
Hemisphere and
force viewers to
reconsider what
is "normal."

E a c h  o f  t h e s e
projections is a form of
s t range  map  tha t
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
compromises  inherent
in  cartography.  They
are  not  necessarily
more  "correct"  than
the  Mercator;  they
simply  emphasize
different properties.

DISTORTED BY
DATA: THE WORLD
ACCORDING TO
STATISTICS

A growing category of
strange  maps  focuses
not  on  geography but
on  data.  These  are
o f t e n  c a l l e d
cartograms,  where
the size of a country or
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r e g i o n  i s  s c a l e d
a c c o r d i n g  t o  a
statistical  variable
rather  than  its  actual
land area.  The results
can be both eerie and
illuminating.

Populatio
n
Cartogra
ms
Imagine  a  world  map
where China and India
bulge  like  overinflated
balloons, while Canada
and  Russia  shrink  to
thin strips.  This is the
reality of  a population
cartogram. Such maps
reveal the true weight
of  human  numbers.
They  a re  s t range
because  they  distort
familiar  shapes,  yet
they convey a  deeper
truth  about  where

most  people  live.  The
Worldmapper  project
has  created  hundreds
of  these  cartograms,
covering  topics  from
wealth  and  health  to
internet  usage  and
carbon emissions. Each
map  is  a  strange  but
p o w e r f u l  v i s u a l
argument.

Other
Statistical
Distortion
s

GDP
Cartograms:
These show the
world distorted
by economic
output. The
United States,
China, Japan, and
Europe
dominate, while
much of Africa
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and South
America almost
disappear.
Military
Spending
Cartograms:
The United
States appears
enormous, while
many peaceable
nations shrink to
dots.
Facebook
Users
Cartogram: A
strange digital
landscape where
the US, India,
and Brazil swell,
but large swaths
of central Asia
and Africa
become barely
visible.

These  maps  are  not
i n t e n d e d  f o r
navigation;  they  are
i n t e n d e d  f o r
understanding.  They
take  the  strange  and
make it meaningful.

HISTORICAL
CURIOSITIES:
MAPS FROM
FORGOTTEN ERAS

The  past  i s  fu l l  o f
strange  maps  that
today look like artifacts
of  a  different  mindset.
Medieval  European
m a p s ,  k n o w n  a s
mappa  mundi,  often
blended  geography
with  mythology.  The
Hereford  Mappa
Mundi (c. 1300) shows
J e r u s a l e m  a t  t h e
center,  the  Garden  of
Eden in the east,  and
various  monstrous
races  in  the  unknown
regions. It is a strange
map  indeed,  but  i t
captures the worldview
of its time.

The Map
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That Was
Wrong on

Purpose
Dur ing  the  age  o f
e x p l o r a t i o n ,
c a r t o g r a p h e r s
sometimes deliberately
distorted  coastlines
and  added  fictitious
i s l a n d s  t o  t r a p
plagiar ists.  These
"copyright  traps"  or
"phantom  islands"
appear  on  old  maps
and have been passed
down  for  centuries.
Examples include Buss
Island  in  the  North
Atlantic  and  Frisland
(often  confused  with
Iceland).  They  are
remnants  of  a  time
when cartography was
bo th  sc i ence  and
secrecy.

The
Ptolemaic
Influence
Claudius  Ptolemy's
Geography  from  the
2nd  century  CE  was
rediscovered  in  the
Renaissance. His maps
showed  a  world  that
was mostly correct for
the Mediterranean but
wildly  inaccurate  for
other regions, such as
a closed Indian Ocean.
These  ear ly  maps
seem  strange  today
but laid the foundation
f o r  m o d e r n
cartography.

SATIRICAL AND
FICTIONAL MAPS

Not  all  strange  maps
claim  to  represent
rea l i ty .  Some  are
explicitly  satirical  or
fictional.  Perhaps  the
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most  famous  is  the
map  from  the  TV
ser ies  The  West
Wing, where a fictional
cartographer  argues
f o r  t h e  P e t e r s
p r o j e c t i o n  i n  a
dramatic  scene.  More
directly  satirical  are
maps like "The World
A c c o r d i n g  t o
Americans",  which
shows  the  Un i ted
States  in  great  detail
and  the  rest  of  the
world  as  vague blobs.
Other  satirical  maps
i n c l u d e  p o l i t i c a l
cartoons  that  redraw
countries as animals or
ob jects  to  make  a
point.

Fictional
Worlds
Made

Real
Literary  maps  are  a
beloved  subgenre:
Middle-earth,  Narnia,
Westeros. These maps
a r e  s t r a n g e  o n l y
because  they  depict
places  that  do  not
exist,  but  they  follow
c a r t o g r a p h i c
conventions so closely
that they feel real. Fan
cartographers  have
even created "modern"
versions,  showing
continents  that  look
vaguely  like  the  real
world but twisted. The
popularity  of  these
maps shows our  deep
desire to locate stories
w i t h i n  a  s p a t i a l
context.

PSYCHOLOGICAL
AND ARTISTIC
MAPS

Some  strange  maps
a r e  l e s s  a b o u t
geography  and  more



Strange Maps Of The World 9

9

about the human mind.
Psychogeographic
maps  trace emotional
routes  through  cities,
often  ignoring  streets
in  favor  of  feelings.
Artists  have  produced
maps  of  the  wor ld
based  on  how  many
people remember it, or
maps  that  show  the
world  as  a  series  of
interconnected  nodes
of personal experience.

Subjectiv
e
Cartograp
hy
One famous example is
the map of the world
based  on  Google
search  terms,  where
countries  are  labeled
by  the  most  common
query  associated  with
them.  Another  is  a

m a p  o f  w h e r e
people  think  the
most  dangerous
places  are ,  which
often says more about
media bias than actual
crime statistics.  These
maps  are  s t range
because  they  a re
subjective,  yet  they
feel  author i tat ive
because they look like
traditional maps.

THE DIGITAL AGE:
STRANGE MAPS
ONLINE

Thanks to the internet,
strange  maps  have
become  a  genre  of
their  own.  Websites,
subreddits,  and  social
m e d i a  a c c o u n t s
dedicated  to  strange
maps  of  the  world
have  large  followings.
Users share everything
from  vintage  oddities
t o  m o d e r n  d a t a
visualizations.
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The
Reddit
Phenome
non
S u b r e d d i t s  l i k e
r / M a p P o r n  a n d
r/StrangeMaps  are
treasure  troves.  Posts
include  maps  of  the
world if all ice melted,
maps  of  the  wor ld
centered on Tokyo,  or
maps of the world as a
doughnut  (a  torus
s h a p e ,  f o r
m a t h e m a t i c a l l y
i n c l i n e d ) .  T h e
community  constantly
pushes the boundaries
of what a map can be.

Tools for

Creating
Your Own
Strange
Maps
Today,  anyone  can
create  a  strange  map
using  tools  like  GIS
software  or  onl ine
generators.  Mapbox,
Tableau,  and  even
Excel  allow  for  real-
time  cartograms  and
pro jec t ions .  Th i s
democratization  of
cartography means we
wil l  see  even  more
strange  maps  in  the
future,  reflecting
diverse  perspectives
and  data  sets.

THE EDUCATIONAL
VALUE OF
STRANGE MAPS

E d u c a t o r s  h a v e
increas ingly  used
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strange maps to teach
geography,  history,
and critical thinking. A
p o p u l a t i o n
cartogram  can  spark
a  discussion  about
overpopulation  and
resource  distribution.
An upside-down map
c a n  c h a l l e n g e
ethnocent r i sm.  A
historical  false  map
can  i l lustrate  how
knowledge evolves. By
presenting  familiar
in fo rmat ion  in  an
u n f a m i l i a r  f o r m ,
strange  maps  force
students  to  question
their  assumptions  and
engage  more  deeply
with  the  subject.

Case
Study:
The Land-

Use Map
Consider a map of the
world that  shows only
l a n d  u s e d  f o r
agriculture,  urban
areas, and forests, with
a l l  o t h e r  l a n d
appearing  white.  Such
a  map  looks  strange
because huge portions
of the planet (deserts,
mountains,  tundra)
d i sappea r .  Ye t  i t
conveys  the  uneven
distribution  of  human
impact better than any
conventional map.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING CHARM
OF CARTOGRAPHIC
ODDITIES

Strange  maps  of  the
world  are  more  than
just  curiosities.  They
are  lenses  through
which we can examine
our biases, our history,
and  our  data-driven
present.  They  remind
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us that maps are never
neutral:  every  line,
projection,  and  color
choice  reflects  a
p e r s p e c t i v e .  B y
embracing the strange,
we  open  ourselves  to
new ways of seeing the
planet  we  call  home.
Whether  you  prefer  a
cartogram where  your
country  bulges  with
population, a medieval
map  filled  with
monsters, or a satirical

t a k e  o n  g l o b a l
stereotypes, there is a
strange map out there
t o  c h a l l e n g e  a n d
delight  you.  So  next
t ime  you  look  at  a
map,  ask  yourself:
what if  it  were upside
d o w n ?  W h a t  i f  i t
showed  Facebook
users instead of  land?
The  world  is  ful l  of
strange  maps  waiting
to be discovered — and
each one has a story to
tell.


