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American progress
John Gast – 1872




I hear America singing                                    the varied carols I hear
Those of mechanics                                        each one singing his

As it should be                                               blithe and strong

Singing,                                                             with open mouths

Their melodious song.

The early American Dream of conquering a new continent
For my theme study I chose a famous painting from 1872, “American progress” by John Gast and excerpts from a poem by Walt Whitman (*1819- †1892), called “I Hear America Singing”.
The painting shows early settlers and pioneers advancing further west. They use modern techniques, like telegraphs, steam-driven trains, modern ploughs, carriages and houses. In the background one can see ships landing at the coast. The new Americans are guarded by a godlike figure, that even helps the settlers to build the telegraph. The book that the figure carries probably stands for the declaration of independence. However, in contrary to these glorious symbols on the right, on the left hand the spectator can see animals and natives being driven away. This side of the picture is shaded dark, a clear symbol for the negative sides of progress. Whitmans poem is about new Americans singing their songs, working. It communicates a very positive picture. Everybody has work and is happy. However, the poem does not communicate any negative aspects, which clearly does happen in the picture. These two works of art fit together perfectly because they both depict the new-born American dream.

Both works of art stand for the young American dream of settling the unknown, grand country and building it up to a big successful state. The picture contains many symbols of the American dream, all the mightiness of the technology and the mass of new Americans is clearly depicted. 
The poem comments on the American dream because it shows how they like their work and their new community. Additionally it shows that many people follow this dream, singing “their strong, melodious songs”. A user on www.americanpoems.com called desiree says: “This poem is clearly about achieving the American dream. Everyone is working from nothing to become something. They are singing in unison. They are all happy about playing their part to build up America.”

Both pieces of art were created in the time of the so-called “Gilded Age”, a time of extensive expansion of territory, technology and population in the US between 1865 and 1901. 
The railway and steamboat companies expanded rapidly, bringing farmers to fertile farmlands in the west. Lots of working forces was needed, this resulted in a very high immigration rate, which again increased the ethnic diversity. Interestingly, many Chinese people immigrated into the US at those times. The rapid economic growth brought wealth to many people.

Lots of hospitals, museums, academies, schools, opera houses and public libraries were built, using neo-renaissance architecture.

In the painting, the Idea of the American dream is clearly transported by the people, the railroad and the telegraph that can advance without any problems. It also suggests that the people are protected by some stronger might. It is interesting to see, that the godlike Figure does not symbolize any religion, since there were so many pioneers from so many different beliefs.
In the poem, it’s the people who sing happily all together. This suggests they have enough food to eat, work, housing and they are free. What is also important is, that they all who are so different, sing together. They are unified under the new ideology of freedom. 
I personally believe, that this vision of having a whole continent for oneself, must have been an enormous incentive to work hard. Those people knew that they could more or less do everything they wanted. 

Since lots of these people came there, because they were persecuted in Europe, the effect must have been even greater.
As far as I know, people did not even know exactly, how far North America extended to the west. The feeling of advancing into a totally unknown, fertile country that extended endlessly must have been enormous. Exactly these feelings drove artists to make that art.
