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Navigating American Identities through Art, Icons and Urban Design 

 C1+ – Advanced Level  

Teacher: Dr Elizabeth Rainsford-McMahon 

Description  

This course offers an introduction to concepts of American identity explored through the urban 
landscapes, icons, and art of New York City and Washington DC. Beginning with a trans-Atlantic French-
American dialogue and moving into art and craft grounded in American soil, it will explore the framing, 
dismantling and re-framing of ideas of nationhood. Students will explore notions of freedom and 
democracy as well as artistic representations of the natural world, of memorial and of home. The 
discussion will be divided into four sections: 

1) A French-American Dialogue:  
 The concept of liberty: the Statue of Liberty as a gift of France to the United States 
 Nature in art: Louis Comfort Tiffany, Art Nouveau and the influence of Emile Gallé 
 The planning of Washington D.C.: Urban planner Pierre Charles L’Enfant and the design of a 

capital for democracy.   
2) The Art of Memorial 

 Mapping history on the National Mall, Washington D.C. 
 The One World Trade Center and 9/11 memorial New York 

3) Painting America:  
 The Smithsonian Collection: (Post-colonial to mid-20th century)  

4) Crafting Contemporary America:  
 Re-imagining the idea of home during the Covid pandemic (Renwick Gallery, Washington) 
 The crafting of contemporary America  

Module Objectives: 

 To develop an understanding of concepts of American identity. 
 To explore aspects of French influence on the shaping of artistic and urban design. 
 To identify differing interpretations of nationhood in American paintings 
 To analyse paintings as a source of historical reflection 
 To explore the crafting of a contemporary American landscape 
 To interrogate the role of art as a political medium 

Assessment: All teaching is in English.  

Coursework, oral presentations and final exam to be delivered in English.  

1) An oral presentation (individually or in a small group) 20% 
2) One written piece of course work (2,500 words) 20% 
3) Class participation 10% 


