
Using GIMP to Create an Artistic Regional 
RPG Map – Part 5 
This tutorial series is an updated and revised edition of an original tutorial created by RobA for the 
Cartographer’s Guild (www.cartographersguild.com). Updates and revisions to the instructions, along 
with new screenshots, were created by Megan Wiseman (“wisemoon” on Cartographer’s Guild). 

Part 1 gave instructions on how to create the basic landmass outline for your map, including some ideas 
on how to randomly generate a landmass shape if you don’t have a sketch to start with. Part 2 gave 
instructions on how to color your ocean/sea, and how to color your landmass with textured grass and 
dirt. Part 3 gave instructions on how to create mountains and forests on your map. Part 4 gave 
instructions for how to create rivers and lakes on your map, and also showed you how to create cities 
and roads. 

This part of the tutorial will show you how to label your geographical features and cities. Then we’ll 
show you how to create a nifty title for your map. You can create a legend for your map in the same 
basic way you create the title. You can also add a compass rose. We’ll finish it off with a simple border. 

Adding Labels to Your Map 
Every map has labels for various geographical features, as well as labels for cities, towns and other 
settlements. Most of the horizontal text labels will be made using the text tool, just like the city icons 
were done in Part 4. Before we get into the instructions, here are some basic tips from RobA: 

One thing to remember is that more is not better when it comes to font text. If there are more than four 
different fonts, you should consider rearranging and taking some out until you are down to three-four. I 
would suggest one font for most labels, a different and more ornate font for the title, and a clear small 
font for labeling rivers, roads, etc. Color in labels is useful as well. If you keep your land features in one, 
your cities in another, it can make a complex map easier to read.  

RobA uses the Chaucer Ultra-Light font—which I was unable to find. I found a “Chaucer Thin” which I 
used for the title; for the larger labels I used Lucida Calligraphic, and for the smaller ones I used Lucida 
Fax Semi-Bold. 

Follow these instructions to start your labeling. 

1. Refer to Part 4 of the tutorial for the technique we used to create the icons for your cities, 
towns and other settlements. Create two new layers named “Labels” and “Labels Outline”. Use 
the Text tool, and follow the same steps to create horizontal text labels for your towns, cities, 
fortresses, etc. 

2. For geographical features where a horizontal label will fit, use the technique in Part 4 (referred 
above in step 1).  
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3. For geographical features where you need the label to follow the terrain, start out by selecting 
the Path Tool (the pen). 

4. Draw a path along the geographical feature, where you want your label to go. In the Paths 
dialog, rename your path to a memorable name (for example, a path for a mountain range label 
could be named “Mountain Label Path”). 

5. Go back to the Layers dialog and select your Labels layer. Select the Text Tool, click on your map, 
and type out your label. You can set the font and size, but don’t worry about the color. 

6. In the settings section at the bottom of the Text Tool, click the Text Along Path button. This 
creates a path matching your text, and bends the textual path along the label path you created 
in step 4. 

7. In the Paths dialog, right-click on the text path (not the curved label path) and select Path to 
Selection. 

8. In the Layers dialog, select your Labels layer. Fill in the text selection with your chosen label 
color. 

9. In the main image window, click Select>Grow, and grow the selection by about 2 pixels. You can 
also feather the selection if you want by clicking Select>Feather. 

10. In the Layers dialog, click on your Labels Outline layer. Fill in the selection with your chosen 
outline color. 

11. Make sure you turn off the text layer, and the paths, so that all that is visible is the label and 
label outline.  



At this point you should have something similar to the example below. I only have a few labels in the 
example because I plan to re-do it once I’ve completed the continental map (at that point I will have a 
better concept of the scale to use). 

 

Creating a Title for Your Map 
Follow these instructions to create a title banner for your map. 

1. Create a new transparent layer and name it “Title Background”. Make sure it is at the top of the 
layer stack. 

2. With the Rectangular Select tool, make a rectangular selection somewhere at the top of your 
map.  



3. Use the Bucket tool to fill your selection with a paper-like pattern. To fill with a pattern, select 
Pattern Fill under Fill Type in the settings section for the Bucket tool. Click on the thumbnail to 
open a palette of patterns. Alternatively, you can pick a pattern from the Patterns dialog, if you 
have it tabbed with the Brushes dialog. There may not be a default pattern that suits, so you 
may have to look for one online, on the Cartographer’s Guild site, or make your own. I had a 
parchment-style paper background file, which I turned into a custom pattern. You should get 
something similar to the screenshot below. 

 

4. Using the same horizontal text technique we used in Part 4 and the section Adding Labels to 
Your Map, select the Text tool and type in the title of your map above the patterned rectangle. 

5. Right-click on the Title Background layer and select Alpha to Selection. 



6. In the Layers dialog, click the text layer with your title. Then click Tools>Transform Tools>Align 

Tool. This loads the Align tool  into the Toolbox and makes it the active tool. 
7. In the settings section for the Align tool, click the dropdown box under Relative To and select 

Selection. Then click the text box in your image. This makes the alignment buttons active. 

8. In the first group of buttons, click the Center Vertically button , then the Center 

Horizontally button . This centers your text inside the background rectangle. 
9. In the Layers dialog, right-click the title text layer and select Duplicate Layer. 
10. With the text copy layer selected, click Filters>Blur>Gaussian Blur and set the Blur Radius to 5 

pixels. 
11. Now you can play with the layer blend modes and opacity, to make the title blend into the 

background a bit better. In this example, I used a Multiply layer blend mode on the copied text 
layer, and reduced the opacity on the original text layer to 60%.  

 

12. Now right-click on the original text layer and select Merge Down. Then do the same for the 
copied text layer. This merges your text with your Title Background layer. 

13. Right-click your Title Background layer and select Duplicate Layer. Name the new layer “Title 
Shadow”. 

14. Select the Title Shadow layer, and click the Lock Alpha box at the top of the layer stack. 
15. Select the Bucket Tool. Make sure your Foreground color is set to the default (black). Look in the 

settings section. Under Fill Type, select FG Color Fill. Under Affected Area, select Fill Whole 
Selection. Then click in the rectangle on the Title Shadow layer. This should fill in just the 
rectangle with black. 

16. Now uncheck the Lock Alpha box. Then click Filters>Blur>Gaussian Blur, and set the Blur Radius 
to 10 pixels. Move the Title Shadow layer below the Title Background layer. 

17. Create a new layer and name it “Title Displace Map”. It may make the next few steps easier if 
you turn off all your layers except the ones for the title banner. I found it easier, anyway. 

  



18. Select the Gradient Tool. Check the box next to the gradient thumbnail, to reverse the gradient. 
Make sure the Shape is set to Linear, and that Dithering and Adaptive Supersampling are both 
checked. Then click to the lower left of your title/shadow area, and drag diagonally across to the 
upper right. You should end up with mostly white layer, with a gradient across one corner. Here 
is an example. 

 

19. In the main image window, click Colors>Curves to open the Curves dialog. Pull sections of the 
line down to make the line squiggle up and down. An example is shown below.  

 



20. Click the eye icon on the Title Displace Map layer to turn it off. 
21. In the Layers dialog, select the Title Background layer. In the main image window, click 

Filters>Map>Displace to open the Displace dialog. Set the X and Y Displacement to between 5 
and 10 (you don’t want it so distorted it can’t be read!). Then click OK to close the dialog. 

22. Right-click on the Title Background layer and select Alpha to Selection. 
23. Right-click on the Title Displace Map layer and select Add Layer Mask to open the Add Layer 

Mask dialog. Under Initialize Layer Mask To, select Selection. Then click OK to close the dialog. 
24. Click the eye icon for the Title Displace Map layer to make it visible. Change the layer blend 

mode to Overlay. Lower the opacity until you get an effect you like. 
25. Repeat step 22. 
26. Select the Eraser tool. Next to Brush, click the thumbnail and select the hard Circle (05) brush. 

Set the Scale to 1.00. Check the box for Apply Jitter, and set the Amount to 1.00. 
27. Now, in the main image window, click Edit>Stroke Selection. Click the radio button next to 

Stroke With a Paint Tool, and from the dropdown box select Eraser. Then click Stroke to close 
the dialog. This distresses the edge of the banner a bit, giving it a ragged edge. 

28. In the Layers dialog, select the Title Shadow layer. Select the Move tool, and shift the shadow 
just slightly to the right and down. This creates a drop shadow on the banner. Drop the opacity 
of the Title Shadow layer down a bit to make the shadow a little more subtle. 

Creating a Legend for Your Map 
The process is essentially the same for creating your legend as creating your title banner. So you can 
follow the steps in the previous section to create it. But here are a few special considerations to keep in 
mind: 

• The legend banner may need to be larger, depending on how many icons you are using. 
• You will probably have to do the text on the legend banner in two passes – one for the icons, 

another for the definitions. 
• Remember to put all the text on the banner before you do the distortion steps. Otherwise, the 

title will seem to flow with the banner, but the rest of the text will appear to sit on top. 
• Try to plan out your map so that there is sufficient room for your title, legend and whatever 

other embellishments you intend to include, without obscuring the actual map data. 

Creating a Compass Rose 
There are several tutorials for drawing your own compass roses—both in traditional media and 
digitally—on the Cartographer’s Guild site. I found, for myself, that I have some ways to go yet, before I 
can just toss off a compass rose from scratch! So for our example, we will just import a clip art compass 
rose and see if we can integrate it into our map style. 

1. Open a clip-art compass rose, or other compass rose file that you have the right to use. Press 
Ctrl-A to select all, then Ctrl-C to copy the compass rose. 

2. Switch back to your map image. Create a new transparent layer and name it “Compass Rose”. 



3. Press Ctrl-V to paste the clip-art into a floating layer in your image file. 
4. If you need to rescale or reposition the pasted selection, do it now in the floating layer. When 

you have scaled and positioned it correctly, right-click the floating layer and select Anchor Layer. 
5. You can play around with different settings, trying color overlays or different layer blend modes 

to change the effect. 

Here is a shot of my example map with a pasted clip-art compass rose. 

 

 



Putting a Border on Your Map 
These instructions will show you how to include a simple border. For a fancier border treatment, 
including “neat lines”, see Arsheesh’s excellent tutorial “Map Borders in Gimp” on the Cartographer’s 
Guild site. 

1. In the main image window, click Image>Canvas Size to open the Set Image Canvas Size dialog. 
2. If your map is not square, click the chain between Width and Height so you can manually 

change each of them. If your map is square, it doesn’t matter. 
3. Increase the Width and Height by 20 pixels. This should cause the X and Y offset to read 10. 

Then click the Center button to center your image in the new canvas. This will leave a 10 pixel 
border around the image. You can make a larger border if you want. Then click Resize to close 
the dialog. 

4. Create a new transparent layer at the top of the layer stack, and name it “Border”. 
5. Select the Magic Wand/Fuzzy Select tool. Click inside the transparent border area. Then click 

Select>Invert to invert the selection. This should leave a selection around the outside of your 
map image. 

6. In the Palette editor, click the darkest brown (roofs 3) to make it the foreground color. 
7. In the main image window, click Edit>Stroke Selection. Set the Stroke size to 4 pixels. Then click 

Stroke to close the dialog. Click Select>None to clear the selection. 
8. Press Ctrl-A to select the entire image. Then click Select>Shrink to open the Shrink Selection 

dialog. Set it to shrink by 3 pixels. Then click OK to close the dialog. This should put your 
selection in the middle of the remaining space. 

9. In the Palette editor, click a complementary or contrasting color to make it the foreground color. 
10. In the main image window, click Edit>Stroke Selection. Set the Stroke size to 6 pixels. Then click 

Stroke to close the dialog. Click Select> None to clear the selection. This should fill the rest of 
your border with the second color. You could also choose to stroke with a pattern fill instead. 

  



You should end up with a result similar to the example below (but with more labels!). This concludes the 
revised tutorial—Congratulations, you made it! Please show some love to RobA and Arsheesh, who were 
the main contributors to the material presented herein. 
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