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The Greater Journey: Americans in Paris by David McCullough is a captivating narrative that chronicles
the experiences of a group of American expatriates who traveled to Paris in the 19th century. Through
meticulous research and engaging storytelling, McCullough brings to life the stories of artists, writers,
doctors, and other notable figures who sought inspiration, knowledge, and a sense of belonging in the
vibrant cultural milieu of Paris. This article delves into the themes, notable figures, and the broader

implications of McCullough's exploration of the American experience in Paris.

Overview of the Book

David McCullough's "The Greater Journey" is not just a historical account; it is a rich tapestry woven with
the threads of ambition, creativity, and the quest for self-discovery. The book spans from the early 1830s to
the early 1900s, a transformative era for both America and France. McCullough highlights how Paris
served as a sanctuary for those seeking to escape the constraints of American society and how the city

fostered an environment ripe for artistic and intellectual growth.



Structure and Style

McCullough's writing style is characterized by its clarity and vividness. He employs detailed descriptions
and anecdotal storytelling to immerse readers in the experiences of his subjects. The book is structured
chronologically, with each chapter focusing on different individuals and their unique journeys. This
approach allows readers to grasp the broader historical context while also connecting with the personal

stories that make the narrative compelling.

Key Themes

Several themes emerge throughout "The Greater Journey," reflecting the aspirations and challenges faced

by Americans in Paris:

1. The Quest for Knowledge and Excellence

Many of the individuals McCullough profiles were driven by a desire to improve their craft and expand
their knowledge. Paris offered access to world-renowned institutions and masters in various fields,

including:

- Art
- Medicine
- Literature

- Architecture

The pursuit of excellence was paramount, as many artists and scholars sought to learn from the best, often
returning home with a newfound perspective that would influence their work and the American cultural

landscape.

2. The Influence of Parisian Culture

Paris in the 19th century was the epicenter of art, literature, and intellectual thought. The city was home
to renowned figures such as Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, and Claude Monet. The exposure to diverse
ideas and artistic movements profoundly impacted the Americans who lived there. McCullough illustrates

this through:

- The adoption of new artistic techniques

- The integration of European literary styles into American literature



- The influence of French philosophy on American thought

The cultural exchange between Americans and Parisians enriched both societies, leading to a blending of

ideas that shaped the future of art and literature.

3. The Challenge of Identity

For many Americans, living in Paris brought about a crisis of identity. They grappled with their place in a
foreign culture while trying to maintain their American roots. McCullough explores this theme through

the experiences of several key figures:

- Samuel Morse: The inventor of the telegraph, Morse was also a painter who struggled with his identity as
an American artist in a European context.

- James Fenimore Cooper: The author faced challenges in reconciling his American literary voice with the
European literary traditions he admired.

- Mary Cassatt: As a female artist in a male-dominated field, Cassatt navigated the complexities of being an

American woman in France, ultimately finding success and recognition.

This theme of identity resonates with contemporary issues of globalization and cultural exchange, making

McCullough's exploration relevant today.

Notable Figures in "The Greater Journey"

McCullough highlights several prominent figures whose journeys to Paris exemplify the broader
American experience during this era. Each individual faced unique challenges and triumphs, contributing

to the cultural fabric of both countries.

1. Augustus Saint-Gaudens

A brilliant sculptor, Augustus Saint-Gaudens is known for his iconic works, including the Robert Gould
Shaw Memorial. McCullough details how Saint-Gaudens' time in Paris allowed him to study under the
masters and develop his distinctive style. His experiences in the city profoundly influenced his later works,

bringing a sense of European elegance to American sculpture.

2. Nathaniel Hawthorne



The renowned author Nathaniel Hawthorne spent several years in Paris, where he found inspiration for
his writing. McCullough examines how Hawthorne's reflections on American society were shaped by his
experiences in France. His time abroad allowed him to gain a new perspective on both his homeland and

the cultural currents of Europe.

3. Charles Sumner

Charles Sumner was a prominent abolitionist and senator who sought to expand his understanding of
international politics in Paris. McCullough chronicles Sumner's interactions with European leaders and

intellectuals, illustrating how these relationships informed his advocacy for civil rights back in America.

The Impact of the Greater Journey on American Culture

McCullough's exploration of the American expatriate experience in Paris reveals a profound impact on
American culture. The ideas, styles, and innovations that emerged from this cross-cultural exchange can be

traced through various domains:

1. Art and Literature

The influence of Parisian culture on American art and literature is undeniable. The artists and writers who
studied and worked in Paris returned home with new techniques and ideas that would shape American

artistic movements such as:

- Impressionism
- Realism

- Transcendentalism

Hawthorne, Cassatt, and Saint-Gaudens were pivotal in bringing European influences into American art

and literature, thereby enriching the American cultural landscape.

2. Medicine and Science

The advancements in medicine and science during this period were also influenced by the exchanges that
took place in Paris. Many American physicians studied at prestigious French institutions, bringing back
new practices and knowledge that would enhance healthcare in the United States. Notable figures like Dr.

Samuel Gross, who studied in Paris, played critical roles in modernizing American medicine.



3. Political and Social Thought

The exposure to European political ideologies influenced American thinkers and politicians. Ideas about
democracy, rights, and social justice were exchanged and debated, leading to a more nuanced
understanding of these concepts in the American context. The journeys of individuals like Charles Sumner

exemplify how these ideas shaped American political discourse.

Conclusion

"The Greater Journey: Americans in Paris" by David McCullough is a masterful exploration of the
American expatriate experience in 19th-century Paris. Through the stories of notable figures, McCullough
reveals the transformative power of cultural exchange and the enduring impact of these journeys on
American society. The themes of the quest for knowledge, the challenge of identity, and the influence of
Parisian culture resonate not only with the historical context but also with contemporary issues of
globalization and cultural interaction. McCullough's narrative reminds us of the importance of seeking
inspiration beyond our borders and the profound ways in which such experiences can enrich our lives and

our understanding of the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of 'The Greater Journey' by David
McCullough?

'"The Greater Journey' focuses on the experiences of a group of American expatriates in Paris during the

19th century and how their time in the city influenced their lives and work.

Who are some notable figures mentioned in "The Greater Journey"?

Notable figures include artists, writers, and doctors like Samuel Morse, James Fenimore Cooper, and Oliver
Wendell Holmes Jr.

What themes are explored in 'The Greater Journey'?

Themes include the pursuit of knowledge, the impact of art and culture, and the transformative power of

travel.

How does McCullough use historical context in "The Greater Journey'?

McCullough provides rich historical context by detailing the social, political, and cultural dynamics of 19th-



century France and how they interacted with American society.

What style of writing does David McCullough employ in 'The Greater
Journey"?

McCullough uses a narrative nonfiction style that combines storytelling with thorough historical research,

making the book both engaging and informative.

How does 'The Greater Journey' reflect the evolution of American
identity?

The book illustrates how the experiences of Americans in Paris contributed to a broader understanding of

American identity by exposing them to new ideas and cultures.

What impact did 'The Greater Journey' have on readers and historians?

The book has been praised for its insightful portrayal of American expatriates and has sparked renewed

interest in the cultural history of the 19th century.

How does McCullough depict the city of Paris in "The Greater Journey'?

McCullough depicts Paris as a vibrant center of innovation, art, and intellectual exchange, serving as a

backdrop for the personal and professional growth of the Americans living there.

‘What role does the concept of 'the American Dream' play in 'The Greater
Journey'?

The concept of 'the American Dream'’ is central to the narrative, as the characters seek fulfillment and

success through their experiences abroad, illustrating the pursuit of personal and professional aspirations.

What can modern readers learn from 'The Greater Journey'?

Modern readers can learn about the importance of cultural exchange, the value of travel for personal

growth, and the enduring influence of history on contemporary society.
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