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The Birth of an Idea
The Statue of Liberty is one of the most famous landmarks in the world. Her symbolism is
profound, and her story is one of miracles.
The vision or idea of a statue to liberty was born one evening over brandy and cigars. The
evening’s dinner party was hosted by Edouard-Rene Lefebvre de
Laboulaye, a French politician, historian, professor of law, and
chairman of a French anti-slavery society. The place was near
Paris, France and the year was 1865—just weeks after the close of
the American Civil War. The people of France and the United
States were very close during the 19th century. France had helped
the colonists win the American Revolutionary War. Americans
named streets after the famous French general, Marquis de
Lafayette, who had been so loyal to the American cause of liberty.
More recently, during the American Civil War, even though the
government of France seemed more supportive of the cause of the
Confederacy, most of her people were drawn to the plight of the
Union and the possible dissolution of the American republic. They
breathed a collective sigh of relief that America had survived her
terrible war of self-destruction.
Laboulaye
The people of France mourned the staggering losses produced by the bloody America war which
had left more than 600,000 men dead. Coupled with this was the tragic death of their hero,
Abraham Lincoln—a man greatly revered by the average Frenchman but officially shunned by
their government. Laboulaye had personally been involved in trying to raise money for a gold
coin celebrating Lincoln and his great work. The desire was to present the coin to his widow.
Over 40,000 Frenchmen had contributed to the gold coin before the emperor Napoleon got wind
of the fund raising and ordered the money confiscated. This only drove the effort underground.
Enough money was finally raised to have the coin made in Switzerland and smuggled to Mrs.
Lincoln in a diplomatic pouch. The medal was accompanied with a small note which speaks
volumes of the tender feelings for liberty held by most Frenchmen: “Tell Mrs Lincoln that in this
little box is the heart of France.”

At that evening’s dinner party there must have been much talk of liberty, which at the time was
severely lacking in France. Their liberty had been curtailed by the tyranny of the Emperor
Napoleon III, and was menaced by the revolutionary chaos that seemed the likely alternative.
Even though France had served as midwife to the American Revolution, over the past 70 years
since America’s war for independence, she had seen nine governmental changes, each
accompanied by much civil warfare and bloodshed. Laboulaye was a great admirer of the United
States and believed that America’s stable, republican form of government still held the future for
his own people. Since throwing off her ugly stain of slavery, America, he felt, was now poised
to be the great, shining example of liberty for the whole world.
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Thus it was no coincidence to have Laboulaye propose that something—such as a monument—
be built which would honor this elusive ideal of liberty, celebrate a hundred years of FrenchAmerican friendship, and also help spur his own France to restore liberty at home.
The one most interested in this inspired proposal that evening was a famous French sculptor by
the name of Frédéric-Auguste Bartholdi, who later wrote, “The idea remained fixed in my
memory.” Eventually these two friends would lay plans for the implementation of a grand idea.
Even though the idea continued to churn in the mind of Laboulaye, it would take four more
years for it to finally take center stage in Bartholdi’s mind. His attention was presently
preoccupied elsewhere in developing the idea of a giant monument at the mouth of the soon-to-be
dedicated Suez Canal. At the 1869 canal dedication, Bartholdi finally presented his model to the
Egyptian ruler. The monument idea was rejected. Instead of being discouraged after the long
years of planning and preparation, he now turned all of his energy to Laboulaye’s dream. The
Suez monument was in reality the ideal schooling for their “American project.” Bartholdi had
learned much about working with governments and the challenges of monument building on a
colossal scale.
Now that both Bartholdi and Laboulaye had fully embraced the
dream, they went to work. Neither man knew it at the time, but
they had both embarked upon a journey that would take 21 years
to complete. One of them (Laboulaye), would not live to see the
dream fulfilled.
The concept of building a colossal monument, the largest statue
ever to be constructed in modern times, without financial
assurances of any kind, and celebrating not a person, but an idea,
was probably both frightening and electrifying. What should a
monument to a concept look like? Where would they ever get
the money? Where would it be built? How could it be built?
Did the America people care? Did the French? The two men
obviously had no answers to these questions.
Bartholdi

By early 1871 France was just concluding another bloody
war—this time with Prussia. France had been humiliated; and Napoleon, forced into exile.
Bartholdi’s own province of Alsace and part of its neighboring Lorraine still remained in the
Prussian grip as part of the spoils of war. This was particularly upsetting to Bartholdi who had
served in the army trying to defend his homeland. Conditions in France were bad, but at least
there finally seemed to be the hope of a republican form of government rising out of the resulting
chaos. It was decided that now was the time for Bartholdi to visit America seeking support for
their idea of a monument to liberty. Sailing into New York Harbor, he laid eyes on an island that
he instantly knew would someday be the site for his monument. “It is exactly here that my statue
should be erected. Here, where people have their first view of the new world, I have found the
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admirable spot. It is Bedloe’s Island just off the narrows which are, so to speak, the gateway of
America.” Bartholdi spent several months in America drinking in her greatness and vastness. He
visited the redwoods of California and the falls at Niagra and was even introduced to the woman
who would someday be his future wife. Upon returning to France, Bartholdi began designing the
statue. It was to be the largest built since ancient times. He wrote, “I will try to glorify the
Republic and Liberty over there in the hopes that someday I will find it again here in France.”

The Idea Takes Shape
What were Bartoldi and Laboulaye seeking in their monument idea? Bartholdi commented that,
“The Colossal statuary does not consist simply in an enormous statue. It ought to produce an
emotion in the breast of the spectator, not because of its volume but because its size is in keeping
with the idea that it interprets and with the place with which it ought to occupy.”
As he developed his monument, Bartoldi’s mind was constantly drawn to the classic idea of
broken chains which carried a universal image of freedom in the art of that time period. From
photographs of his earlier sketches one can see how he experimented with different “chain
locations” on his statue to make a broad moral statement. Early on she held a broken chain in one
hand to symbolize the broken chains of bondage. However his giantess was not meant to incite
revolution, and thus the broken shackles of tyranny were finally moved under her robe, with her
left foot stepping on them—almost completely hidden. In his later models Bartholdi finally
decided that she would hold a tablet. In the other hand, held high, she would carry a torch, the
torch of liberty. At first she held the torch in her left hand; later he changed it to the right hand.
He decided early on that the
statue would be the figure of a
woman in long flowing robes.
At first she was a very defiant
figure. Later he made her more
remote and calm. Her headgear
also changed over the years,
from a small crown to a simple
drape to a large, spiked crown.
Each attribute of the statue, as it
finally appeared, had to
beautifully embody some aspect
of liberty. And as a French
journalistic admirer of the work
noted, “The idea here is loftier
than the statue, for however
astonishing the proportions of

Bartholdi’s studio

Page 4 of 21

the colossus, she would remain small if it were not that she is expressing a mighty thought.
Grandeur is a quality of spirit.”
Who posed for the statue? Bartholdi wanted his statue to be a mother figure. She was to be an
image as noble and imposing as the great subject itself, yet with other appealing qualities such as
charm, serenity, the lure of the promised land, the sadness of Bartholdi’s occupied province,
Alsace. Bartholdi never confirmed nor denied the many rumors which swirled about as to whom
the actual model for Liberty was. Because of the strong resemblance between a portrait of his
mother, Charlotte Bartholdi and the face of Liberty, many speculated she was the model, and it
would have been entirely in character for him to think of using his mother’s face. In 1884 a
French senator tells the following story:
“Several days after having met Bartholdi for the first time
the sculptor invited me to the Opera. In entering the loge, I
noticed an aged woman sitting in a corner, and when the
light fell on her face, I turned to Bartoldi and said to him
‘Why, that’s your model for the Statue of Liberty!’ Yes, he
answered calmly, ‘It’s my mother.’”
Of all her symbolism, which symbol lies at the very heart of
Liberty? Which of her symbols gives meaning to all of the other
symbols? Is it her torch held high? What about the chain, nearly
hidden by her robe or her spiked head wear? Could any of these
symbols be said to be the tie that binds all of her other symbols
together? Which symbol could be called the core symbol—giving
added meaning to her other symbols? The answer appears to be
Charlotte Bartholdi
tied to the tablet. It seems that once the tablet symbol was decided
upon, the other symbols started falling into place. The tablet was
to be held in a protective position on her left hip much like a mother protects her child with one
hand while the other performs necessary chores. Laboulaye loved to speak of the great symbolism
found in their statue. In his public discourses he referred to the tablet as the “...tables of the
law...” It is obvious this reference had nothing to do with the laws of a man such as the Emperor
Napoleon, but of something higher.
Laboulaye was ready and eager to convince his fellow countrymen that a republic did not mean
radical upheaval and chaos, as had been the case all too often in France over the past half century.
He wanted a figure that would express prudence and legality. He felt it important to stress that
the purpose of the beacon-flame in her hand was to give light, not to set fires. In a speech given
in 1876, Laboulaye tried to explain the two symbols found in each of Liberty’s hands. (Note: to
better appreciate the following quote, one would do well to study the novel, Les Misérables by
Victor Hugo or at least watch the famous play by the same name. As a contemporary of
Laboulaye and Bartholdi, Hugo, through his fictional novel, was able to grasp the strong feelings
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for liberty held by his fellow Frenchmen. Here Laboulaye
compares and contrasts the current French views of liberty to
those they were attempting to express through their monument:
“The statue is well named; she is truly Liberty, but
American Liberty. She is not Liberty with a red cap on
her head and a pike in her hand, stepping over corpses.
Ours in one hand holds the torch—no, not the torch that
sets afire, but the flambeau, the candle-flame that
enlightens. In her other she holds the tables of the law....
This statue, symbol of liberty, tells us at one and the same
time that Liberty lives only through Truth and Justice,
Light and Law. This is the Liberty that we desire, and
that will remain forever the emblem of the alliance
between America and France.”
Bartholdi wasn’t finished with the tablet symbol yet. Later, a
final symbol was brought to the statue—the Roman Numerals
July IV, MDCCLXXVI. These were added to the face of the
tablet and represented July 4, 1776— celebrating both an event
as well as a singular document—The Declaration of
Independence. Instead of being engraved, these letters are
raised, as if growing out of the tablet. This is where the statue’s
symbolism is less obvious— almost hidden to the casual
observer.
In his 1876 speech Laboulaye makes no mention of the date symbol— only the
tablet—representing the tables of the law. It appears at that time Bartoldi was still looking for the
special something which would finish the statue and tie all the symbols together. The date symbol
seems to accomplish the task nicely. First, it made the monument uniquely American in nature.
Second, by placing the Roman numerals on the face of the tablet, it didn’t take away from the
symbolism of the tablet itself but sent the subtle, yet distinct message that the tablet had produced
or somehow generated the date symbol. The Declaration of Independence was indeed an
outgrowth of the Tables of the Law. Finally, the Roman numerals tied the project to that
eventful dinner party, held just weeks after the close of the American Civil War. These letters
were symbolic of the heartfelt gratitude of a thankful world that the principles put forth in that
American document were still alive and well.

Construction and Fund Raising Begin
By 1875, on a quiet residential street in Paris, construction finally began on a statue unlike any
ever built before. While Bartholdi was hard at work finding the exact combination of idea, model,
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and technique, Laboulaye was preparing to set up the administrative and financial structure of the
project. By the spring of 1875, with Napoleon in exile and the country finally paying off its
costly war with Prussia, indications were that France was finally going to become a stable
republic. Laboulaye could now start raising money for the statue. To give the project a broad
base of popular support, he wanted the statue to be paid for by the widest possible number of
contributions. The statue was to be a gift from the people of France to the people of the United
States, and she would celebrate an ideal—liberty. The overall project however, would be a joint
effort of the ordinary citizens of both countries. When completed she would be the tallest
structure in the new world—305 feet above the harbor. Liberty was to be hand-built by
Frenchmen in Paris, and her pedestal would be
laid by American stone masons in New York.
Hundreds of thousands of French and
Americans—ordinary people mostly—would pay
for the massive construction project.
Laboulaye’s first step was to form a private
corporation, the Franco-American Union, with
himself as its president. Two committees were to
be established involving workers and dignitaries
on both sides of the Atlantic. The people of
France would pay for the statue, and the people of
the United States would pay for her pedestal and
acquire the location upon which she would stand.
On September 28, 1875 the French committee
printed its first public appeal for support in France.
The initial response seemed promising as
subscriptions began to flow in. A couple of
French cities contributed 500 and 1000 francs
each. A major metals manufacturer even offered
to provide all the necessary copper. When
Bartholdi went to thank him personally, he said,
with a modest smile, “I am not a prince, but I love
Liberty rises above the surrounding homes
liberty, I love America, and since I’m in a position
to do it, I’d like to show that a Frenchman can match the Americans in patriotism.”
Sadly however, this early flood of support soon became a mere trickle. On the American side of
the Atlantic, not a penny had yet been raised. There wasn’t even an American organization in
place. Bartoldi’s dream location for his monument was still owned by the U.S. Government, and
no one had made any attempt to acquire it for the project. To the casual observer the large sum
of money which was eventually needed seemed an impossible amount to raise. Undaunted by
these realities the two men continued on. Some savvy marketing ideas by the French committee
eventually started bringing in more healthy contributions. Businesses, for a fee, were allowed to
use the Statue of Liberty image on their products. The Liberty image eventually became an
amazing commercial success in France.
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Events of 1876
The original plan was to present Liberty to an enthusiastic American public at the 100th birthday
celebration of the signing of the Declaration of Independence on July 4th 1876. That obviously
wasn’t going to happen. At the time America’s press was not very kind to Bartholdi. Their
negative tone is better understood when one considers the immense size of the undertaking, the
large sum of money that Americans would have to come up with for their part of the project, and
the apparent lack of faith that this Frenchman could actually pull the whole thing off. The
American public even struggled with the need for such a monument. Bartholdi’s objective was to
turn public opinion toward the monument and to finally launch the American portion of the
Franco-American Union. To do this he needed to make a big impression. He was able to send the
statue’s right arm and torch for the American celebration. Bartholdi then traveled to America in
advance of Liberty’s arm to pave the way for its arrival. Sadly the arm and torch missed the 4th of
July celebration—arriving in August of that year. Therefore, Bartholdi had to use a canvas
backdrop of his statue for several important presentations throughout New York. Bartholdi was
still able to generate the media coverage he desired and slowly began to turn the negative
American press to his side. Finally when the arm arrived in August, people got a true
understanding of just how large the statue was to be.
More positive media coverage occurred when New York City unveiled Bartholdi’s other gift to
the people of New York—a statue of Lafayette. This statue was presented by the French people
living in New York, celebrating the help New Yorkers gave during the recent Franco-Prussian
War of 1870-71, at the siege of Paris.
Continuing to defuse and turn a negative press to his
favor, Bartoldi found occasion to exploit a longsimmering civic rivalry between New York and
Philadelphia. When the New York Times printed its
diatribe against spending money for a “bronze female,”
he wrote a furious letter to the editor stating that if New
York was going to be so stingy, he would place his
creation in Philadelphia where a subscription committee
had already been started. New Yorkers rose to the bait.
Finally several powerful New Yorkers stepped forward
to help form the New York portion of the FrancoAmerican Union.
One of the first matters of business for the new
American committee was to immediately petition
President Ulysses S. Grant to transmit their formal
request to Congress for its approval of the donation of
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Arm on display in New York

Bedloe’s Island as the site for the statue. The congressional approval came after much debate and
with the understanding that the statue would double as a lighthouse. The resolution was finally
signed into law on March 3, 1877, President Grant’s last full day in office.
Bartoldi had not spent all his time working on the statue project. In the course of this visit he
renewed an acquaintance formed during his previous trip in 1871. On December 21, at the age
of 42, the old bachelor wed Jeanne-Emilie Baheux de Puysieux, a French woman living in
America.

Gustave Eiffel
A monument of such gigantic proportions—one that could withstand hurricane force
winds—required the services of a structural engineer. In 1875 Violler-le-Duc had received the
contract to design the interior framework. Suddenly in 1879 Violler-le-Duc died, without leaving
a plan for the skeleton. Bartoldi turned to Gustave Eiffel, the only engineer in Paris whom he felt
could meet the tremendous challenge of designing an interior framework that would carry the
statue’s weight. Eiffel proved to be a man ahead of his time. He was already working with
technologies far ahead of his counterparts. Besides being extremely strong, the framework also
had to remain flexible, yet be able to steady the statue against the tremendous buffeting forces that
would be exerted by Atlantic storms lashing New York’s shores, blasting its thousands of square
feet of thin copper surface with gale-force winds.
Eiffel’s structure indeed would be lightweight, yet strong and flexible. It would allow the statue to
sway in the wind, yet not collapse. Bartholdi had found
the right engineer for the job. Like Bartholdi, Eiffel had a
passion for his work and wasn’t lacking in confidence. It
took him all of 1880 to design his 120-ton framework.
When asked how long his creation would last against the
tremendous forces of nature that would be unleashed
upon it, he replied with simplicity: “It will hold.”

Eiffel

Eiffel would later become even more famous as the
designer of the Eiffel Tower. Not surprisingly, he became
a pioneer in the science of aerodynamics before his death
in 1923.

One hundred years after her completion, during the 1980's statue restoration project, Liberty
was found to have serious structural problems developing due to corrosion which occurs when
iron and copper come in contact with each other over an extended period. Almost all her iron ribs
and flat bars had to be replaced with new, stainless steel ones. During this extensive renovation
modern engineers, using computer aided analysis, found Eiffel’s design to be as brilliant today as
it was 100 years ago. The statue was rededicated in 1986 with President Ronald Reagan
present.
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The Enduring Beauty of Copper

Liberty during 1980's restoration project

Copper was used for the covering of the statue
because of its great strength, ability to be
shaped and its enduring good looks. When
Liberty was first built in Paris her skin was a
reddish-brown in color. By the time she was
assembled in New York the statue had turned
dark brown, almost black in appearance. As
copper is exposed to damp air for a long period
of time, it slowly becomes coated with a green
film called patina. This delicate layer protects
the metal from further corrosion. As time and
exposure took their toll (approximately 20
years), the statue eventually turned to her
present day blue-green color. The statue is a
excellent testimony to copper’s unique ability to
grow more attractive over the years.

The Final Push
1879-80 saw the French committee make its final push to raise the necessary funds to finish the
statue. In 1881 the framework began to grow in the courtyard of the Gaget, Gauthier
establishment in the outskirts of Paris, rising well above the roofs of the neighboring buildings.
Laboulaye, the president of the Franco-American Union and the early driving force behind the
monument, died in 1882. Ferdinand De Lesseps, promoter of the recently completed Suez Canal,
took over as president. Things were different now, however. The French government began to
take a much stronger interest in completing the statue. It was becoming an affair of state, an
official project, actually blessed by the government itself.
The arm and torch were reclaimed from New York, where they had been on display since 1876,
to add to the nearly completed statue. Finally, in 1884, after 13 years of construction, Liberty
Enlightening the World loomed majestically above the surrounding roofs. The French
government informed a perplexed U.S. Ambassador Levi P. Morton that it proposed to formally
transfer ownership of the statue to the United States of America on July 4, 1884 in a gala
ceremony and would provide a French naval warship to transport the monument to New York.
The project had begun as a people-to-people, not a government-to-government, affair. At this
point there was still no official American commitment to even accept, let alone take custody of
the statue, and there was still no certainty about the American funding for the statue’s pedestal.
Morton wrote hurriedly to President Chester A. Arthur for instructions and was informed just
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four days before the planned transfer ceremony to graciously accept the completed statue and to
use his own discretion as to the exact words of acceptance in his speech.
At that moment Liberty became “the talk of the town” throughout Europe. She would remain on
display in Paris through the rest of that year drawing huge crowds. Tour buses passing through
the neighborhood were always jammed.
In December the lengthy operation of disassembly and organization for the statue’s transatlantic
voyage began. Over 200 wooden chests were used. The 350 individual pieces had to be
numbered, labeled, and packed. Liberty left France on May 21, 1885 aboard the beautiful French
naval vessel, Isere, arriving in New York on June 19.

America’s Problems
After their brave beginnings in 1877, the American committee, however well-intentioned, had
made little headway against massive American indifference. Nothing they did seemed to work
very well. America was focused on the settlement of the West, aggressive industrial growth, and
a large procession of exciting inventions. These seemed to hold more interest for Americans than
public statuary. The days of Washington and the Revolutionary War seemed as remote as ancient
history.
Also, people in other parts of the country resented New York City. It was seen as the home of the
giant trusts and powerful banks, arrogant millionaire industrialists, and stock market gamblers.
The members of the committee, who were themselves New Yorkers, did a poor job of answering
these concerns. They were unable to explain the universal significance of Liberty as a symbol,
along with the special significance of the statue as a gift from the people of one nation to those of
another.
By 1881 virtually nothing had been done on the American side of the Atlantic. On hearing that
the French committee had completed its fund raising, the American committee was spurred into
action. The American architect, Richard Morris Hunt, was contracted to design the pedestal. His
first design took a year to complete. Even though a final design had not been approved, the
American committee, feeling more and more the need of getting something started, plunged into
the work of setting the foundation in April of 1883. The pouring of concrete lasted all through
the harsh winter of 1883, swallowing up most of the funds thus far collected in the United States.
Desperate to keep the concrete work proceeding, the committee devised several ideas with little
or no success. One plan was to use their political influence to get the state legislature to authorize
the City of New York to make a gift of $50,000, but New York’s governor, Grover Cleveland,
vetoed the bill.
On July 4, 1884, when the completed statue was handed over to the U.S. ambassador, the
American committee held only $20,000 in its bank account. It struggled through the next seven
months with little to show for its efforts, and by March of 1885 the account held $2885.00. The
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committee was running out of ideas. Work on the island was finally stopped on March 10. The
American part of the joint effort had simply collapsed—at the very moment that the statue was
being packed for its voyage, only work on the foundation had been done. Liberty’s pedestal was
still nonexistent.

Liberty’s Rescuer
For all the hard work by committees, and the hundreds of people who worked on the statue, the
story of the Statue of Liberty is largely the story of a few determined, talented individuals with
strong convictions who fought through all the impossible obstacles. It was time for Liberty’s next
rescuer to appear on the scene. Joseph Pulitzer, whose name is now connected with the famous
Pulitzer Peace Prize, is a classic American success story. He is living proof of what a man of
talent and fire can accomplish under a system of liberty. He came to America in 1864 as a skinny
and penniless Hungarian immigrant. After serving in the Civil War, he settled in St. Louis,
quickly made himself popular with the German-speaking community, married well, bought a
newspaper, and made it thrive. In 1883, looking for greener pastures, he bought a small paper in
New York with an eye on reviving it too. As an outsider, Pulitzer quickly made the World a
newspaper for the common people.
The World thrived on causes. In 1883 Pulitzer saw a sensational cause in the failure of uppercrust New Yorkers to provide the $250,000 needed for the statue’s
pedestal. He called the inability to fund the pedestal a “national
disgrace,” blaming New York millionaires for their refusal to
contribute. The millionaires didn’t budge. No one budged. He
wrote:
“Here in the commercial metropolis of the western world,
where hundreds of our citizens reckon their wealth by millions,
where our merchants and bankers and brokers are spoken of as
‘princes,’ we stand haggling and begging and scheming in
order to raise enough money to procure a pedestal on which to
place the statue....The dash of one millionaire merchants’ pen
ought to settle the matter and spare the city further
information...”
Two years later, on March 15th 1885, when the sorry state of the
American committee’s finances became front-page news, Pulitzer put
his “cause” journalism into high gear. He wrote:
“It would be an irrevocable disgrace to New York City and the American republic to have
France send us this splendid gift without our having provided even so much as a landing
place for it...There is but one thing that can be done. We must raise the money. The
World is the people’s paper, and it now appeals to the people to come forward and raise
the money. The $250,000 that the making of the Statue cost was paid in by the masses of
the French people—by the working men, the tradesmen, the shop girls, the artisans—by
Joseph Pulitzer
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all, irrespective of class or condition. Let us respond in like manner. Let us not wait for
the millionaires to give this money. It is not a gift from the millionaires of France to the
millionaires of America, but a gift of the whole people of France to the whole people of
America. Take this appeal to yourself personally.... Give something, however little....Let
us hear from the people.”
This was the correct approach by the right person. Even though Pulitzer was wealthy, he was also
a first generation immigrant and had a personal understanding of the concept of liberty and the
lack thereof. His plan was to embarrass the wealthy and wake up the common people. He
essentially took away the fund raising from the rich and gave it to the recent immigrants, the poor,
the nation’s newest citizens, the Blacks, and the common people. Finally the very people for
whom the statue was built began to take on ownership. Pulitzer’s message rang true, and the
great outpouring of support was electrifying. Every week on the front page of the World was a
list of all donors—no matter how small the contribution. Pulitzer’s pleas awakened the generosity
of the average American, and money began to flow in from across the nation. School children
emptied their piggy banks, and workers gave up their lunch money for Lady Liberty. In just two
months the World collected over $52,000, more than a quarter of the amount the committee had
taken seven years to gather, and that was just the beginning.
By the time the statue arrived from France in mid-June, most
of the $100,000 needed was raised. By August 120,000
subscribers had donated $101,191. The World handed over
$100,000 to the American committee and spent the rest
having a beautiful globe shaped trophy made at Tiffany’s
which they then presented to Bartholdi.
This final fund raising push was to give the statue inestimable
value. It was altogether fitting that after the millionaires had
turned up their noses at the project, in the end it was the
pennies, nickels and dimes of America’s working-class men
and women and their children that would provide the money
to put the Statue of Liberty on her pedestal. The very people
Liberty was built for heard her cry and came to her rescue.

Also in 1885 a smaller version of Liberty was donated by
Americans living in Paris to the people of France and
currently stands on a small island of the Seine River near
Paris.

Bartholdi Trophy

In November of that year, Bartholdi made a quick trip to America to work on some technical
issues. Fourteen years after his first visit, he was now greeted as a national hero. By the
following May of 1886, the last stone of the pedestal was placed, and it was time to break open
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the packing cases in which Liberty had been confined
for almost a year.
Finally, on October 26, 1886, Liberty Enlightening the
World was officially dedicated. New York City
celebrated with a grand parade, and the harbor was
filled with boats. The crowd on Bedloe’s Island that
day included the French and American delegations,
President Grover Cleavland of the United States, and, of
course, many of New York’s prominent individuals,
who fell over one another to participate in the
ceremonies. The very ones unwilling to contribute were
now demanding their place with the other VIP’s. Those
actually responsible for the construction were naturally
excluded, although allowed to watch from ship and
shore.
Only one newspaper, the New York Herald, mentioned
that as the ceremony took place, an incoming steamship
crowded with European immigrants passed by. Over
the years it was such immigrants who gave real meaning
to Lady Liberty. She became famous as the first thing they saw upon entering New York Harbor
standing tall, holding her torch high to light their way to a new life of freedom.

Symbolism and The Statue
Bartholdi’s task was to build a monument to an idea. Victor Hugo, while visiting Bartholdi,
reminded him that “the idea—it is everything.” Ask yourself, if you were to build a monument to
an idea as profound as liberty, what would it look like? Study the symbolism below then answer
for yourself the question... Did Bartholdi capture the essence of the idea?
Liberty Enlightening the World : This is the formal name of the statue. Other names have
included the following: The Lady, Mother of Exiles, Lady Liberty, New Colossus, and Statue of
Liberty.
Crown with seven spikes: The head wear is meant to symbolize the light of liberty shining forth
from America unto the seven continents and the seven seas of the world.
Tablet: Her left arm protects and cradles a tablet representing the “Tables of the Law” with a
date written in raised Roman numerals. The date is July 4, 1776 - the date the U.S. Declaration
of Independence was signed forming the first nation of truly free people.
The chain of tyranny: At her feet lies the broken chain of tyranny (unjust rule) that had
dominated the history of the entire world until the birth of America.
Glowing torch in uplifted hand: Liberty offers the light of hope and liberty to those living in a
darkened world of oppression.
Mother figure: Rather than some warrior figure with a drawn sword the idea of a calm, mother
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figure was used. With a flowing, draped robe the non threatening eyes of a graceful and ageless
“Mother of Exiles” looks out to sea and welcomes, with her torch to light the way, her lost and
oppressed children.

Model showing Liberty’s symbols
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Emma Lazarus—I Lift My Lamp
Another important player in the story of the Statue of Liberty is the person who gave words to
her quiet lips. Emma’s short poem became as famous as Lady Liberty herself.
Emma Lazarus was a proper young Jewish woman from genteel New York society. Her family
had immigrated to America back in the 1600s. The family was very close-knit, and a private tutor
was hired for the children’s education. Emma was not only sheltered but spoiled. Twelve-yearold Emma saw Civil War shortages as annoying and would pout and sulk if she didn’t get the
presents she wanted for special occasions. One day her father retired from his merchant business
stating that he was now going to take over the job of tutoring his seven children. Once he
decided to lavish his attention on Emma and her education, he became the center of her universe.

In her teen years Emma developed a talent for poetry. Because of
her father’s money, several of her works were even published. In
1867 young Emma met her hero and mentor Ralph Waldo
Emmerson. The two writers developed a long correspondence.
Emma eventually wrote novels and plays, becoming quite famous.

The Lazaruses had some interest in Jewish history, but failed to
observe Jewish law and rarely if ever attended religious services.
Their friend, Rabbi Gottheil, was not discouraged by these
religious attitudes. He was especially interested in Emma, because
he felt her fame might make her a role model for other Jewish
women. He desired to win her back to Jewish ways by giving her
Hebrew poetry to read and translate. He also encouraged her to
study the history of her people. She felt a loyalty to her race, but
commented, “I feel no religious fervor in my soul.”

Lazarus

In 1882 Emma’s life was about to change forever. A series of
events in far-off Russia led to the Jews being stripped of their land and forbidden to live in any
rural areas. They were forced to live in designated towns, and were removed from the foodproducing regions of their country. Death came through starvation and diseases that spread in the
overcrowded towns. By the hundreds of thousands they streamed toward the border desperate to
leave the land where they had been born.
Most countries of Europe did not feel obliged to assist the thousands of Jewish refugees who had
escaped Russia’s tyranny. They felt their generosity need go no further than allowing the fleeing
Jews to cross their borders. Some of these Russian Jews did manage to remain in European cities
along the route westward, but most descended on the English port of Liverpool to board ships
bound for the United States. America was their dream.
There was only one catch: America didn’t seem to want them either. Many in America felt the
nation was changing too much, too fast. The Protestants didn’t want their land to be overrun with
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these strange people. They wanted to close America’s doors to all those who were not of a
similar background. Many American Jews felt the same way. These Russian Jews, with their oldfashioned religious fervor, seemed out of place in the new industrial world. American Jews were
also frightened that a huge influx might stir up more prejudice.
In spite of these concerns more than 25,000 Russian Jews arrived in the United States by the end
of 1882. Most were sent to rural areas such as South Dakota and Louisiana. Others found cheap
lodging in New York and obtained work. Hundreds of others were housed in temporary shelters
built on Ward’s Island. Emma Lazarus, through Rabbi Gottheil, got involved in the relief
program. He convinced her to visit the refugee camp at Ward’s Island where she witnessed the
suffering. Lazarus returned again and again, plus she visited the tiny overcrowded city apartments
into which some of the immigrants had moved. She brought them food and clothing. These were
painful trips because of her shyness with strangers. Even though she may have been awkward in
dealing directly with the new immigrants, there was
no mistaking her zeal for their cause which quickly
found expression in her writings.
For years Lazarus had contributed to the widely
read and respected Century magazine. She was
enraged upon seeing an article in the magazine
maintaining that the Russian Jews had brought their
government’s violence upon themselves. To her,
the article was full of lies and race hatred.
Suddenly the Russian Jews no longer seemed alien.
She could relate to them as her sisters and brothers.
Helping them was no longer a simple charitable
undertaking. Emma could at last imagine herself in
their place and see their cause as her own.

The homeless of New York

The agitated young woman approached the editor
of the magazine one evening at a dinner party and
detained him. “Richard,” she cried, “who is going
to answer Madame Ragozine’s article about the
Jews?” He looked at Emma and calmly answered,
“You, of course.”

The plight of the Russian refugees, both in America and abroad, transformed Lazarus’s life. “I am
all Israel’s now,” she proclaimed. “I have no thought, no passion, no desire save for my own
people.” Entering the public arena to fight for a cause was a difficult step for anyone to
take—especially a 19th-century single woman. Women were expected to be quiet and remain in
the background. Lazarus was now a woman with a cause, and as such, she forgot the inhibitions
of her youth—at least many of them. She forgot her shyness in order to speak on behalf of the
refugees at numerous committee meetings and public gatherings.
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In 1883 Emma was approached for help with the pedestal fund-raising drive. At the time
Liberty’s arm was on display at New York City’s Madison Square Park, not far from the Lazarus
home. Although Emma found it difficult to write about a work of art that she had never seen, she
drew on her recent experiences with the refugees to write a heartfelt poem titled “The New
Colossus” that would eventually have a lasting impact. Ironically, Emma Lazarus never realized
the importance of her sonnet or knew that in later years her fame would rest on this single poem.

On December 3, 1883 the cream of New York society gathered for a fund-raising event for the
pedestal. On display were some of the finest works of art in private collections in the city. That
evening a small portfolio of original writings contributed especially for the occasion were
auctioned for $1500. Among these was Lazarus’s “The New Colossus.” Before the bidding
started the verses in the collection were read aloud. Emma was not present at the event but
received a very complementary letter from the famous poet and statesman James Russell Lowell.
“I like your sonnet about the statue, much better than I like the statue itself,” he wrote. “But your
sonnet gives its subject a raison d’etre [reason to be] which it wanted before quite as much as it
wants a pedestal. You have set it on a noble one, saying admirably just the right word, an
achievement more arduous than that of the sculptor.” Little did anyone realize how prophetic his
words would be.
Emma wasn’t invited to attend the dedication of the statue. She lived in a time when the world
was still controlled by men. Also, at the time, she wasn’t considered an important figure in the
story of the statue. True, she had written
a sonnet some three years earlier about
the statue, but it had been placed in a
portfolio along with other contributors’
works to be sold to the highest bidder. It
was forgotten for the time being.
No one at that auction or the later
dedication ceremony could know the
fate of Emma Lazarus’s inspired work,
but her words were to become immortal.
They would stir the hearts of all who
read them.
Emma never lived long enough to see
her poem find its way into the hearts of
the people. She began to suffer from a
deep depression after the death of her
father in 1885. A trip to Europe found
her moods swinging back and forth
between great extremes of sorrow and
joy. Emma was trying to find a new life
without her father. She tried to write but

Rear view
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gave up, stating, “I have neither ability, energy, nor purpose. It is impossible to do anything...”
Later, Emma learned that she was suffering from something more deadly than depression. She
had Hodgkin’s disease, a form of cancer. She returned to New York and died on November 19,
1887 at the age of 38.
Lady Liberty would need to wait an additional 17 years before words could be placed on her quiet
lips. Emma’s sonnet might have been completely forgotten if it hadn’t been for another woman, an
aristocratic and soft-spoken person named Georgina Schuyler.
Georgina was like Emma in many ways. She was a patroness of the arts and a dedicated
humanitarian who had spent many hours during the Civil War aiding soldiers in a New York
hospital. One day, in 1903, while browsing through a pile of dusty old books in a used book shop,
she came across a small curious portfolio. As she casually thumbed through it, she was struck by
the beauty and power of a poem titled “The New Colossus.” Georgina had stumbled across the
very portfolio sold at auction some 20 years earlier. She purchased the portfolio and hurried from
the shop to show it to friends. The right person had providentially found the forgotten poem.
Through her influence the last five lines of the sonnet were engraved on a plaque and placed inside
the second story of the statue’s pedestal that very year. It was like finding the final piece to a giant
jigsaw puzzle. The Grand Lady in the harbor finally had her words. Bartoldi’s monument and
Emma’s deeply inspired poem were united at last.

The Poem
Eventually Emma Lazarus’s poem was placed in history texts, and children everywhere were
required to recite it. It became as famous as the monument it described.

“The New Colossus”
Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,
With conquering limbs astride from land to land;
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame
is the imprisoned lightning, and her name
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command
the air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.
“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp.”cries she
with silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to be free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”
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Side view

Looking out to sea

Page 20 of 21

Greek displaced persons embrace their new home

Works Cited

Trachtenberg, Marvin. The Statue of Liberty.
Books, 1986.

40 West 23rd street, NY, NY 10010: Penguin

Blanchet, Christian. Statue of Liberty: The First Hundred Years. New York, NY: American
Heritage Books, 1985

Page 21 of 21

