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Romanticizing the West 
 
Teacher:  
 Max Heinlein 
 
Lesson Title:  
 Romanticizing the West 
 
Grade Level: 
 8th Grade US History 
 
Lesson Time Length: 
 2 days 
 
Big Idea: 
 
    Students will learn that artists romanticized the Western United States in the 
early 1800's. 
 Students will also be able to understand how art inspired people to move to the west. 
 
Lesson Abstract: 
  
 This lesson is designed to show students how people learned about distant places in a 
time when there was no television, radio, or Internet, and when means of communication was 
very slow.  Also how an artist interpretation of a place could influence people.   
 
Lesson Background and Context: 
  
 I would use this lesson as an introduction to why people of the mid to late 1800's were 
influenced to move west.   
 
 
Standards Alignment: 
  
 
 History Standard: The student uses a working knowledge and understanding 
of significant individuals, groups, ideas, events, eras, and developments in the 
history of Kansas, the United States, and the world, utilizing essential 
analytical and research skills. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Objectives (what students will know and be able to do): 
 
Know: 
 
 Students will be able to understand how art inspired people to move to the west. 
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 Students will learn that artists romanticized the Western United States in the 
early 1800's. 
  
 
Do: 
Analyze primary source documents 
 
Create a letter  
 
 
Teaching Materials: 
 
  John Mix Stanley. (1855) Chain of Spires Along the Gila River 

− Art piece 
 
      Fanny Palmer. (1868) Across the Continent Westward the Course of   Empire 
Takes Its Way  - Art piece 
 
     Internet access 
 
     Computer to write letter with 
 
     Photo analysis worksheet x 2 
 
 
Vocabulary (terms and concepts will students learn): 
 
 Romanticize - Deal with or describe in an idealized or unrealistic fashion  
 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 
 Lesson:  1.  Class Discussion (15 min) – We would begin with a class discussion. 
  Teacher would ask the class to think to themselves where is one place in the  
  world they would like to live.  After giving them a few seconds, the teacher would then         
  ask the class why would they want to live there.   
   -      On the board or aver vision, teacher will right down student responses for 
reasons that would make them choose to live in that place.   
                                              Some of the responses may relate to visual evidence that students have seen               
          of the place that they would want to live. 
 
   Ask students how people in the 1800's would have learned about the      
  Western United States with no T.V.'s or pictures.  What visual evidence    
 would people have had of the Western United States back in the early 1800's? 
   -      Write down those responses on the board or aver vision. 
 

2. Put students in groups of 2-3 (25 - 30 min) 
   Hand out the two art pieces of the Western United States and have students fill  
  out the photo analysis worksheet from the national archives. 
   
 http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet.pdf 
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   A discussion may need to occur with the class on the difference between an  
   observation and an inference before the doing the worksheet.   
 
 Day 2 

3. Whole class discussion (15 – 20 min) 
Discuss what inferences they made about each art piece. 
What questions would they still have about each? 
Have them research the Internet to see if they can answer the questions they still have about the art. 
 

4. Individual assessment  (20 – 25 min) 
- Students will visualize themselves in the 1800's, as someone that is thinking about possibly settling in 
the Western United States.   
- Using the two photographs, they will write a personal letter to a loved one regarding why these 
photographs have motivated them to move west.   
    -  In the letter they must cite 5 things from the art that have 
inspired them to move.  
 
 
 

Technology Integration:  
 

− Aver vision 
− Internet access 
− Computers to write letters 

       
 
 
Evaluation and Assessment (what evidence will students provide to prove they have learned 
what you want them to learn?): 
 
!Students will be able to identify what about the art inspired people to move west.  
!Students will show evidence in their letter by naming 5 elements from the art that inspired  
 them to move. 
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Extension and Enrichment: 
 

− Create a picture of a place today that you would want to live at in the world.  Romanticize 
it to try to get people to move there. 

− Look at travel/vacation brochures from places today.  What elements to creators use to 
get people to visit there? 

 
Resources: 
 
  Educational, Staff. "Photo Analysis Worksheet." National Archives. National Archives 
and Records Administration, n.d. Web. 
<http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet.pdf>. 
   
  Fanny Palmer. (1868) Across the Continent Westward the Course of 
Empire Takes Its Way  
 
             John Mix Stanley. (1855) Chain of Spires Along the Gila River 
 
  
 
 
 
 
Be sure to attach student handouts, lecture notes, presentations and other documents 
associated with the lesson. 
 

    
John Mix Stanley. (1855) Chain of Spires Along the Gila River 
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Fanny Palmer. (1868) Across the Continent Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way 


