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Abstract
This article explores how digital mapping reshapes the study of the nineteenth-
century novel by integrating Geographic Information Systems (GIS) with literary 
analysis. Focusing on selected works by Charles Dickens and Jane Austen, the study 
visualizes spatial references to examine patterns of mobility, class segregation, and 
urban–rural contrast. By transforming narrative settings into geospatial data, the 
project demonstrates how mapping reveals hidden structures of social relations 
and movement embedded in realist fiction. Combining distant reading with close 
textual analysis, the article argues that digital cartography offers a methodological 
innovation that deepens interpretation while challenging traditional assumptions 
about space, realism, and narrative form.
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	 Space is an important aspect of the 19th century novel form. 
The novel’s various geographic locales industrial cities, colonial 
trade routes, railway systems, and rural estates—are not simply 
background settings but also serve as plot structurers, ways to 
move characters around, and means to encode and/or depict societal 
hierarchies. However, over the years, literary scholars have tended 
to treat space primarily as metaphor or atmosphere rather than as 
data that can be systematically analyzed. Digital Humanities, and 
particularly GIS (Geographic Information Systems), have given rise 
to new methodological options for analyzing how narrative space 
functions across large data sets and in individual texts.
	 This paper contends that digital mapping is a new methodological 
model and theoretical intervention in the study of fiction from the 
nineteenth century. Digital mapping offers a transformative way to 
turn references to people, places and things in the narrative into a 
form of spatial data so that scholars can see the spatial patterns that 
represent mobility, segregation, circulation and regional identity 
found in realist narrative. Case studies of novels written by Charles 
Dickens and Jane Austen will show how geospatial analysis can be 
used in addition to close reading to interrogate assumptions about 
realism, narrative coherence and social representation.
	 Reframing interpretive reading through digital mapping, not 
replacing it by means of the technology of digital mapping, allows us 
to reveal hidden patterns of relationships and meanings that are hard 
to see as linear text. Through the visual representation of the fictional 
geographic features, we can measure and analyze the created space, 
but the richness of the symbol remains intact.
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	 There were major changes in spaces during the 1800’s. Cities changed due to industrialism, 
railroads made distances smaller, imperialism changed the world’s maps, and people moving 
caused changing demographics. The realist novel came out of this change in spaces and often 
attempted to show and explain this changing of the spaces.
	 The city of London in Dickens’s Urban novels is more than just a setting on a page; it is a 
city of streets, slums, courts, and businesses where the characters move from one area to another 
showing the class divides and institutional power over people. The countryside in Austen’s rural 
and semi-rural writing, where there are county estates, villages, and regional borders establish the 
marketplace for marriage, the distribution of wealth through heredity, as well as ways to move up 
the social class structure. Distance is not a theory; it is what you have to travel in a carriage, how 
long you have waited for letters, and how far you are geographically from someone, thus limiting 
how often you will have guests.
	 Literary criticism has traditionally engaged with spatial dynamics in terms of thematic or 
symbolic interpretations, typically relying upon specific examples or quotes from the text as 
opposed to providing systematic evaluations of those spatial dynamics. However, this method fails 
to provide a full analysis of the text based upon the totality of its spatial evidence. What would 
happen if we were to consider every spatial reference to be a piece of data, and, if we plotted all of 
the named locations, routes, and movements throughout a novel (or multiple novels)? What sorts 
of trends would emerge?

Digital Mapping of Literary Texts Generally Proceeds through Several Stages
1.	 	Textual Extraction – Identifying place names, landmarks, directional cues, and movement 

verbs.
2.	 	Geocoding – Assigning coordinates to identifiable real-world locations.
3.	 	Data Structuring – Categorising references (urban vs. rural, domestic vs. commercial, centre vs 

periphery).
4.	 	Visualization – Plotting data onto historical or contemporary maps using GIS software.
5.	 	 Interpretation – Analysing spatial patterns in relation to narrative structure and social themes.
	 Some geographical locations can be geocoded quickly and simply (i.e., major city centers and 
named streets), while others are fictitious or ambiguous in nature. Digital mapping can emphasize 
the ambiguities present in the world as an important element of narrative composition rather than 
an obstacle to the creation of maps. In fact, the lack of precise coordinates may themselves reflect 
thematic issues related to both marginality and imaginative projection.
	 In addition to the interpretation of landscapes, mapping also involves making decisions that 
lend themselves to interpretation. How do you determine which references are spatially significant? 
How should you represent fictional places? Which layer of historical maps most accurately reflects 
the time period in the narrative? These decisions have an impact on how the map will ultimately 
look, so both transparency and reflexivity will be necessary to understand the ways in which 
interpretations create visual effects.
	 Charles Dickens wrote novels with a rich representation of London. A full geographical analysis 
of the spatial references within a work like Bleak House demonstrates multiple clusters around 
legal institutions, slum areas, and sites of commerce. These clusters, when plotted geographically, 
exhibit a dramatic pattern of legal/bureaucratic spaces located centrally and at higher elevations, 
while impoverished spaces are located at the edges or margins.
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	 The mapping of character movement shows additional asymmetries in their geographic settings; 
wealthier characters can move across greater distances readily, while poorer characters remain 
localized to their neighborhoods and associated homes. This confinement to specific neighborhoods 
parallels their limited social mobility and reinforces the class hierarchy through spatial organization.
	 In addition, when character movements are visualized on a network graph, we observe the same 
location occurring as a corridor of narrative interaction between districts. These same corridors tend 
to be directly correlated with institutional paths (i.e., courthouses, debtors’ prisons, and charitable 
organizations) and support the argument that bureaucratic agencies provide and facilitate spatial 
connectivity within and among cities’ built environments. These insights, difficult to perceive 
through sequential reading alone, demonstrate how mapping can reveal structural regularities. The 
city emerges not merely as chaotic sprawl but as patterned space governed by invisible boundaries 
and routes of power.
	 Austen’s novels function within a distinct spatial realm as they depict a well-defined geographical 
area consisting of estates, villages, and adjoining counties that measure social distance. By 
mapping the locations of characters in Pride and Prejudice or Sense and Sensibility, one can see 
how geographical closeness and economic status correlate with one’s ability to attract a potential 
mate. Spatial visualization highlights three important dynamics:
1.	 	Central Estates as Nodes of Power – Large estates occupy central geographic positions and 

function as hubs of social interaction.
2.	 	Peripheral Mobility – Characters who travel beyond the immediate region often trigger 

narrative disruption.
3.	 	Marriage as Spatial Reconfiguration – Matrimonial unions frequently involve relocation, 

redrawing social maps.
	 Mapping data shows that mobility for females is restricted or controlled by social conventions 
and their dependence on males for financial resources. Therefore, women tend to create separate 
spatial patterns than male characters due to the limitations placed on their movement. When 
mapping out the females’ geographies against the males’ geographies, we can see these differences 
in mapping space.
	 Unlike Dickens’s expansive urban network, Austen’s mapped spaces display tight clustering 
and relatively short travel distances. Yet these modest distances carry immense social weight. 
The map underscores how realism operates at multiple scales—from metropolitan vastness to 
provincial intimacy.
	 Digital mapping fits within the range of larger digital humanistic practices centered around scale, 
rather than traditional or close reading that focuses on analyzing metaphor, dialogue and narrative 
voice. Close reading is less successful at understanding how spatial references aggregate — as 
such, digital mapping allows for “distant spatial reading,” allowing for macro level perspectives of 
text while still remaining tied to textual evidence.
	 You can see large-scale trends when mapping nineteenth-century novels; for example, over time, 
there have been increasing urban concentrations, increasing references to empire, and changing 
regional focus. These trends help to create a quantitative way to think about spatial imagination 
and impact literary history. At the same time, the use of distant reading needs to have a dialogue 
with close reading. While maps show the distribution of patterns, they do not imply the meaning 
of those patterns. Therefore, to interpret the clusters on the map, one must refer back to the text to 
determine why such clusters occur and how they create meaning in the narrative.
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Digital Mapping Raises Significant Theoretical Questions About Realism and Representation
	 Realist literature frequently asserts fidelity to the actual geography of these authors’ works. 
Mapping these works demonstrates differences between the geometry used in an author’s text 
along with geometry used within historical maps. These differences demonstrate how authors will 
combine, distort, or reorder their physical space for the purposes of storytelling. Realism will 
emerge from that story, creating structure through the author constructing their physical 
characteristics selectively.
	 Geospatial patterns frequently mirror social hierarchies. Urban segregation, rural inheritance, 
and colonial expansion manifest spatially. Mapping makes visible how narrative space encodes 
ideology. Plot progression often corresponds to movement through space. By visualising sequential 
routes, scholars can examine how narrative pacing aligns with geographic distance. Long journeys 
may signal transformation; confined movement may reflect stagnation. Despite its promise, 
digital mapping faces methodological and theoretical challenges. Not all place names correspond 
to real coordinates. Some authors deliberately fictionalise geography. Researchers must decide 
whether to approximate, omit, or represent uncertainty visually. Modern GIS platforms rely on 
contemporary cartography. Nineteenth-century boundaries, street names, and urban layouts may 
differ significantly. Integrating historical map layers improves accuracy but requires additional 
archival work.
	 There is a risk that mapping reduces rich narrative spaces to mere points on a grid. Spatial 
visualisation can obscure symbolic or affective dimensions. Scholars must resist treating maps 
as objective truth rather than interpretive tools. GIS software demands technical training, which 
may limit accessibility for some scholars. Collaborative, interdisciplinary models can mitigate this 
barrier.
	 Along with transforming the way we teach through visual mapping, students can work together 
to create maps of novels they read independently while discovering patterns on their own. An 
active approach to learning through mapping helps develop spatial intelligence as well as fostering 
an active interest in the act of mapping an event or narrative to that particular region of the world. 
In addition to being a method of making books easier to understand, visualizing books in different 
forms also provides a way for students to explore and understand how different characters are 
connected to each other through their physical locations and how geography influences the meaning 
of stories and how we relate those stories to where we live.
	 This article is focused on British authors’ books, but digital mapping also shows some examples 
of transnationalism and colonialism in the Literature of the 19th Century. Many novels include 
references to trade networks, migration routes and imperial territories. If we map out those 
references, there are many global connections that are usually lost when only considering the 
stories told in these works. Mapping out the connections between the Metropolitan Centre and the 
inhabitants of the Colonial peripheral regions allows us to view how the National Literature creates 
and/or fits within a larger system globally. The map moves beyond simply serving as a visual aid, 
and becomes a useful tool for thinking about Literary Geography in terms outside of National 
Boundaries.
	 The fields of literary studies, geography, data science, and history are brought together by Digital 
Mapping. In addition to contributing archival cartography, historians also play an important role in 
determining how to model a space using geographers, while literary scholars provide frameworks 
for interpreting the spatial aspects of literature. In addition to being complemented by the use of 
multiple methods from different disciplines, this way of working breaks down the idea that literary 
scholarship is done alone by one person. By creating a common set of data, making visualizations 
open access, and using similar research methods so that someone else can replicate your research, 
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digital mapping supports the broader goals of digital humanities in terms of being transparent and 
collaborative. Mapping provides an opportunity to reflect upon the metaphor of “literary map.” 
Critics have long referred to mapping narrative spaces, mapping thematic spaces, or mapping 
out some aspect of narrative spatial organization. In this sense, digital cartography gives literal 
meaning to this metaphor by making it part of the analytical practice. 
	 Digital maps are different than metaphorical maps in two ways. First, digital maps are more precise 
than metaphorical maps. Second, digital maps provide more visual immediacy than metaphorical 
maps do. Furthermore, digital maps show externally patterns that were once internalized. They 
represent the reader and the cartographer as the same person when they “translate” text into some 
spatial model. There is an important point that staking a position through the use of a map does not 
remove ambiguity; rather, it displaces ambiguity. Scale, projection, and the choice of categories 
affect how the map will be interpreted. Viewing the process of making decisions on these points as 
interpretive acts retains the critical component of the project.
	 The digital mapping of nineteenth-century texts provides not only a new technique to analyze 
historical fiction but also a methodological shift for scholars regarding narrative space. By 
converting textual references into geospatial data, mapping can provide a way to visualize different 
types of mobility, segregation, centrality and marginality that may not necessarily be obvious via 
linear reading. By using examples of urban networks mapped from Dickensian writing and rural 
geographies generated from Jane Austen’s texts, this article has illustrated how much greater 
understanding can be achieved regarding realism and social structures when analytical attention is 
directed toward spatial representations of narrative environments. Mapping can provide evidence 
of how authors encode their own notions regarding power relations, gender roles and economic 
hierarchies into the narrative environments depicted within their works. 
	 The basic assumption regarding narrative fidelity to the actual geographic world is also 
challenged by spatial representations since they demonstrate that the worlds created by authors 
do not actually exist in reality; therefore, they are constructed environments created by authors 
for reader engagement via their fictional works. At the same time, digital mapping demands 
critical reflexivity. Maps are interpretive artifacts, shaped by methodological choices and technical 
constraints. They should complement, not replace, close reading. To sum it all up, digital mapping 
expands the scope of literary critique/analysis so that scholars can relate to novels in a way that 
they don’t just see them as a series of actions over time but rather as Spacial Systems of different 
kinds of Networks of places, paths, or boundaries that impact the range of Narrative possibilities. 
	 By combining digital technology and tools with traditional forms of inquiry through the 
humanities, we have significantly broadened our multiphrenic, multidimensional understanding 
of the nineteenth-century novel and its continuing relationship to the spaces that modernity has 
created and defined.
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