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The Limits of Possibility:
Rand McNally in American Culture,
1898-1929

In the early twentieth century, Rand McNally held a large share of the Susan Schulten
commercial market for maps and atlases in the United States. How the Department of History
company built its reputation as an American cartographic authority—by . .

both accepting and resisting change—is the subject of this essay. Critical University Of D e,nver

to the company’s success was its ability to design materials that rein- 2199 S. University Blod.
forced American notions of how the world ought to appear, an indica- Denver, CO 80208

tion that the history of cartography is governed not just by technological  sschulte@du.edu

and scientific advances, but also by a complex interplay between map-

makers and consumers.

F or millions of Americans, the name Rand McNally is synonymous INTRODUCTION
with maps. For over a century the company has held a disproportion-

ate share of the educational and general market for atlases and maps, and

has enjoyed a reputation of cartographic authority in America rivaled

only by the National Geographic Society. In the wake of the Civil War,

Rand McNally introduced new, less expensive techniques into the histori-

cally costly and time-consuming craft of mapmaking, and in the process

brought maps and atlases within reach of an entirely new segment of

the American population. By the late 1890s, the nation’s activist politics

abroad sparked in Americans a keen interest in world geography; thus the “ . the Spanish American War
Spanish American War proved a boon to Rand McNally as well as Hearst proved a boon to Rand McNally
and Pulitzer. This widened audience—boosted by technological change,
the nation’s expansionist posture abroad, and a growing leisure market at
home after World War One—encouraged Rand McNally to adopt more ag-
gressive and sophisticated strategies in the hope of controlling its increas-
ingly national market. More specifically, the company strengthened its
reputation in these years by designing maps and atlases that balanced its
own cartographic imperatives against the public’s expectations of what a
map and an atlas ought to be. How the company negotiated its success in
the early twentieth century—by both accepting and resisting change—is
the subject of this essay.

as well as Hearst and Pulitzer.”

At the turn of the century, American mapmaking had only recently THE ENTRENCHMENT OF AN
become a truly mass phenomenon. This dramatic change was largely AMERICAN STYLE
attributable to the introduction of a new process known as wax engrav-

ing, exploited most successfully by Rand McNally. A small printing firm

founded in the 1870s, Rand McNally initially produced railroad tickets

and timetables, and soon noticed a demand for railway maps as well. The

decision to adopt the new technique of wax engraving brought an entirely

new style of map into circulation. Technically, the process allowed the

inclusion of as much type as desired on a map, while earlier hand letter-

ing techniques had naturally circumscribed the amount of information

possible. In this regard, the advent of wax engraving coincided nicely with

the expansion of railroads, as the former could easily detail the individual

routes of an expanding national transportation network. Soon American
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mapmaking rms were living by the credo that “more is better,” loading

the maps with as much information as possible rather than limiting the
number of place names to emphasize the largest or most important (Fig-
ure 1). lronically, it was the apparently democratic practice of including as
many towns as possible on the map—facilitated by wax engraving—that
transformed the nature and character of American mapping. By identify -
ing as many locations as possible, regardless of size, the maps offered little
indication of relative population density. In addition to suggesting that

all areas were equally settled, these maps encouraged readers to identify
discrete locations rather than to explore relationships, a fact con rmed

by the ever more comprehensive indexes at the end of the atlas that listed
virtually every town or village. This reference quality was perhaps the at -
lases’ strongest selling point, but in the process topographic contours and
spot elevations were sacri ced. For this and other reasons contemporary
cartographers and geographers often judged wax engraving an aesthett
cally inferior process that diminished the need and opportunity to learn
map-making skills such as feature selection. Over time, this prevailing

style began to entrench itself, transforming a historical practice into a car-
tographic ideal, an accidental aesthetic that transcended the circumstances
of time and technology.*

Figure 1. Detail of a wax engraved map from Rand McNaRy&mier Atlas of the World (1924). Notice the emphasis on place names at the expense of
the terrain itself, particularly suitable for an age of rail travel and national expansion westward.

























































