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The Promise of America

Fmma Lazarus and "The New Colossus”
By Lorraine Griffith

A reader’s theater for two readers

Emma Lazarus was an American poet born into a Jewish family on
July 22, 1849.

She was in her teens when she began writing poems.

Miss Lazarus shared her poems with Ralph Waldo Emerson, an already famous
American poet. But when he created a collection of poetry, her poems were
conspicuously left out. She was not credited with greatness in her lifetime
because she was a woman.

And because she was Jewish, she knew what it was like to also be judged for
her ethnicity. During the 1880s, there was a vicious wave of anti-Semitism
sweeping through Eastern Europe. As these Jews found refuge in America,
Lazarus became a speaker for her people.

When the opportunity came in 1883 to help raise funds for a pedestal to
hold the French-given Statue of Liberty, Emma Iazarus wrote a sonnet
entitled “The New Colossus.”

A colossus is defined as a “statue that is several times larger than life size.”
In her sonnet, she transformed the “brazen giant” into a “Mother of Exiles.”

Her poem speaks to the heart of immigration from personal experience. She
had comforted the “huddled masses yearning to live free” when she helped to
welcome the Jews fleeing the Russian persecution.

Since Emma Lazarus died at the young age of 38, she did not live to see her
poem placed on a plaque at the base of the Statue of Liberty.

A Jewish woman’s words welcomed all newly immigrating
Americans as they visited the “Mother of Exiles” in
New York City.
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The Promise of America

Emma Lazarus and "The New Colossus’ (conr.)

Both: “The New Colossus,” by Emma Lazarus

RI:  Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,
with conquering limbs astride from land to land;

R2:  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 breathe free,
the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempesi-
tost to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”
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