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SEEKING REFUGE IN LIBERTY’S COLOSSUS
by Marie-Adele MoniotWhen the French artist Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi 

(1834–1904) fi rst conceived of his immense paean 
to liberty, the grande dame of New York Harbor, 

he envisioned a bold, iconic sculpture, like the Great Pyramids 
of Egypt. Since his youth, when he fi rst visited the Middle East, 
Bartholdi had been fascinated by the ambition of the region’s 
monuments. The sheer scale of those structures seemed to impress 
him most, and, in his mind, this physicality was inseparable from 
the equally grand ideas and emotional resonance that underscored 
every large-scale sculpture. 

If bigger was better in Bartholdi’s mind, so, too, 
was simplicity. As a young man, Bartholdi received 
his fi rst commission to create a statue of Général 
Jean Rapp, an aide-de-camp to Napoleon and na-
tive son, like Bartholdi, of Colmar, France. Dis-
played in the Salon of 1855, the 12-foot bronze 
statue was deemed a success if not for its creative 
experimentation with form, then for its classical 
beauty. In the piece, Rapp is depicted in a graceful 
twist: one arm is extended across the body, while 
the other grips tightly to a sword at the general’s 
side. It seems natural to assume the statue should 
represent an anguished or violent moment, since 
Rapp lived and fought during the French Revolution and the Na-
poleonic Wars, but Bartholdi erases any suggestion of pain and 
confl ict from his sculpture. Instead, with an almost operatic pose, 
he shines a spotlight on the dynamic, picture-perfect glory and 
beauty of his hometown hero. 

Bartholdi’s success with Général Rapp 
(1856) paved the way for many more commis-
sions, and the young artist was able to thrive 
creating bold, heroic monuments through-
out France. But he was left wanting, and his 
work still lived in the great shadow cast by his 
idols in the ancient Middle East. It was from 
this frustration that the Statue of Liberty was 
born. The fi gure of Liberty, a robed woman 
thrusting a torch to the sky, was originally 
conceived as a lighthouse for the entrance of 
the recently excavated Suez Canal. But a lack 
of funds, something that would challenge all 

of Bartholdi’s projects in myriad ways during his career, derailed 
the lighthouse proposal, which was not accepted by the Egyptian 
government. Bartholdi quickly altered his plans after a fortuitous 
conversation with French politician and abolitionist Édouard de 
Laboulaye in 1865. 

Laboulaye and Bartholdi reconceived the statue as a gift for 
America’s centennial in 1876 as a way to glorify the American 
model of liberty and the abolition of slavery.1  Again, money, 
and the oversized ambition of the piece posed several challenges. 

Inspired by the Colossus of Rhodes, Bartholdi’s vi-
sion was grander than his ability. He designed the 
exterior of the Statue of Liberty as sheets of copper, 
but the engineering of Liberty’s internal structure, 
to hold the weight of those copper plates, fell to the 
award-winning bridge designer Alexandre-Gustav 
Eiffel. Eiffel’s resulting structure was lightweight 
and modern, and created a fl exible framework for 
Bartholdi’s 310 sheets of thin copper skin. The cop-
per sheets were forged by more than fi fty artisans 
and laborers in Bartholdi’s Paris studio, and were 
measured painstakingly to fi t Eiffel’s skeleton. The 
plates and internal frame then were moved to the 
United States from Paris in 1885 in pieces and sat 

disassembled for nearly a year, while funds were raised for the 
statue’s pedestal, which was completed in 1886. 

Once it was assembled on Bedloe’s Island (renamed Liberty 
Island in 1956), and named “The Statue of Liberty Enlighten-

ing the World” by Bartholdi, the monument 
stood 305 feet from the base of the pedestal 
to the top of the torch. The fi gure has a 35-
foot waist. The arm is 42-feet long, the head 
15-feet wide. This copper and steel monu-
ment, in all its bulky majesty, weighs 450,000 
pounds. It has visible seams, where the sheets 
are bolted to Eiffel’s innovative framework, a 
technique presaged in the modern skyscrapers 
that would soon dominate the statue’s skyline. 
The statue’s heavy, oppressive draping swal-
lows the female form underneath it, rendering 
it practically invisible. Only minimal skin is 
seen: a peek of a thick forearm supporting the 

It wasn’t until de-
cades later that the 

Statue of Liberty was 
rebranded as a bea-
con of hope for mil-
lions of immigrants 

arriving in New York 
to begin new lives. 

(Continued on page 15)
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 The modesty of 
the presentation 
of the statue’s 
body, which is 
shrouded and 
protected, is in 
sharp contrast 
to its bellowing 
size. The copper 
material actu-
ally aids that 

effect, acting as 
sharp armor.
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torch, or a sandaled right foot, poised as if cocked and ready to 
run. The modesty of the presentation of the statue’s body, which 
is shrouded and protected, is in sharp contrast to its aggressive 
scale. The copper material actually aids that effect, acting as 
sharp armor. 

In Bartholdi’s other monumental work, the Lion of Belfort 
(1880), the statue is all body laid bare. The Lion statue, a sym-
bol of French resistance during the Siege of Belfort by the Prus-
sians (1870–1871), is made of individual, red sandstone blocks. 
Like Liberty, the Lion was assembled at its site (in the shadow 
of Belfort’s fort), and its seams are prominent. However, un-
like its American counterpart, the Lion’s form—its strength and 
defi ance—is on full display, towering above the city of Belfort. 
Engaged muscles and a stiff, straight upper carriage create the 
great cat’s defensive posture. The sandstone’s soft tactility, un-
like copper’s rigid infl exibility, accentuates the natural curves in 
this statue’s fi gure. The Lion of Belfort is at once imposing and 
simple. Finally, Bartholdi’s obsession with Egyptian monumen-
tality—the pyramids and the Sphinx—fi nds its expression in this 
paternalistic, epic sculpture. 

In New York Harbor, the Statue of Liberty is less defi ant. Her 
position at the entrance of a well-traveled waterway is not defen-
sive but rather startlingly vulnerable. Not crouched on the side of 
a cliff like the Lion, the statue is in plain view, and it is precisely 
this openness, this accessibility, which appealed to Bartholdi 
when he selected the site. “Grand as the idea which it embodies,” 
as he said, his monument would watch over the world and wait, 
as keeper and protector of the fl ame.2 But it wasn’t until decades 
later that the Statue of Liberty was conceived anew as a beacon 
of hope and refuge for millions of immigrants arriving in New 
York to begin new lives. That perception, which survives today, 
emerged during the wars of the twentieth century, when the stat-
ue’s visage became an antifascist symbol, and, not incidentally, a 
way to raise funds for the war effort. It has largely replaced the 
statue’s original idea, as developed by Bartholdi and Laboulaye, 
as a triumphant ode to American exceptionalism.

Seeking Refuge (continued from page 08)





Opposite page: Lion of Belfort by Frederic August Bartholdi 
and his portrait.  
On this page: Statue of Liberty by Frederic August Bartholdi.

Like Liberty, the Lion was 
assembled at its site (in the 

shadow of Belfort’s fort), and 
its seams are prominent. 

In the early 1980s, a full-scale restoration project was 
launched to correct some of the statue’s original construc-
tion defects and replace 1,800 iron bars with stainless steel 
supports. The bars had corroded over time, threatening 
Liberty’s longevity and support system. Engineers pains-
takingly replaced the iron bars, four at a time, to avoid 
disrupting or altering the exterior’s copper skin, and re-
moved many modern concrete additions from the interior. 
The two-year restoration project vastly improved the visi-
tor’s experience of the statue: Bartholdi’s skin is now visible 
from the inside. The result, according to Paul Goldberger, 
is “an interior that seems to combine in equal measure the 
toughness of 19th-century industrial construction and the 
grace of a cathedral. To stand in that space within the stat-
ue is like being surrounded by soaring curtains of copper, 
which billow and fl utter.”3 

 Today the Statue of Liberty experience, another stop on 
a tourist’s itinerary, is separate from the work itself, but it 
is fi rmly rooted in the twentieth-century conception of the 
statue as a symbol. This symbol of liberty, freedom, and 
all that the United States takes (and infl icts) great pains 
to defend, supersedes the statue as a physical, tactile work 
of art, as well as the moment in history that produced it. 
Bartholdi likely would be pleased with this outcome. For 
him, a monument’s power or beauty is always in the eye of 
the beholder. It serves as a vessel, no matter how grand, for 
individual longing—a projection of our interior lives borne 
out as history’s great talisman beholder. 

NOTES:

1. A detailed history of the Statue of Liberty’s origins and its island 
setting from 994 to 2011 can be found on the Web at the National Park 
Service’s “Liberty Island – A Chronology.”

2. Yasmin Sabina Kahn, Enlightening the World: The Creation of the 
Statue of Liberty (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2010). 

3. Paul Goldberger, “A Triumph of Restoration Enters Its Final, Fren-
zied Weeks,” The New York Times (May 27, 1986).

Marie-Adele Moniot is a writer, editor, and nonprofi t content 
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