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        An Introduction to public art in the city

New York City is filled with public art. Public art — art in public places — offers us the potential to be 
surprised and opportunities to have chance encounters with art in various locations in the City.

Public art punctuates our day-to-day experience of the city, adding a layer of texture that makes us see 
a place or have an experience in new and unexpected ways.

At times, you may come across public art in parks or subways when you are in a hurry or absorbed in 
other thoughts. However, when you take time to observe the art around you, you may notice something 
new in a work of art that you’ve passed many times before. 

New York City is a stimulating environment. There are so many people and buildings; there is activity and 
noise surrounding us. Sometimes it’s all very overwhelming! Some people try to block out the outside 
world by listening music, reading a paper, or avoiding eye-contact with fellow New Yorkers. Sometimes 
it’s the only way to create a sense of private space for ourselves.

But New York City also reveals itself to those who slow down and really take a look. The observations are 
endless — people playing chess, buying fish, flying a kite; street signs, unusual buildings; even birds, 
trees, and flower gardens! To notice these things only requires a shift in attention. When we take notice, 
we have the opportunity to truly feel connected to a place.

New York City itself, like public art, offers us the possibility of being surprised. Public art is consciously 
placed by artists and organizations like Public Art Fund, to encourage us to consider places and ideas. 

Think of some other places you’ve seen outdoor art!

A Family Guide for Danh Vo: We The People 
City Hall Park and Brooklyn Bridge Park, May-December, 2014 

Sol LeWitt, MTA Whirls and twirls.
Created 2004, Installed 2009. Porcelain
Commissioned by Metropolitan Transportation Authority Arts for Transit 
and MTA New York City Transit

José de Creeft , Alice in Wonderland in Central Park 
Courtesy Central Park Conservancy 



The Statue of Liberty represents 
a range of ideas and meanings 
to people throughout the world. 
Danh Vo wanted to highlight this 
by placing We The People in 
different countries and 
continents. 

Vo’s sculpture is a series of parts 
that are shown in different 
combinations in many places 
around the world. It is unlikely to 
ever come together like a 
completed puzzle. This map 
shows all the locations where the 
globetrotting We The People 
(detail) has been shown.

Why do you think the artist wanted to show this 
work in New York City?

         About We the People

Artist Danh Vo (pronounced: 
Yawn Vo) makes artworks that 
raise questions about history and 
culture. For We The People 
(detail), Vo hired artisans in 
China to recreate the Statue of 
Liberty to-scale in 250 different 
parts using the same methods 
that were used to create the 
original. A selection of We The 
People (detail) is now on view 
in City Hall Park and Brooklyn 
Bridge Park. 

Danh Vo’s sculpture under construction in Shanghai.

Map of where We The People has been exhibited internationally. Map generated by Public Art Fund 
with assistance from Galerie Chantal Crousel.



The arm of the Statue of Liberty on view in Madison Square Park, ca. 1876-1882. 
Photo courtesy National Parks Service.

         About the  
         Statue of Liberty

The Statue of Liberty was given 
as a gift to the United States by 
France to celebrate their alliance 
during the Revolutionary War. A 
sculptor by the name of Frédéric 
Auguste Bartholdi designed the 
statue, and Gustave Eiffel (the 
man who designed the Eiffel 
Tower) was responsible for the 
iron framework underneath the 
copper exterior.

The statue was built and 
assembled in Paris from 1881-
1884 and then taken apart into 
350 pieces before getting shipped 
to New York City. It took four 
months to put the Statue of 
Liberty back together again when 
it was installed on Bedloe’s 
Island in 1886. 

FUN FACT: the arm and torch were the first parts 
of the Statue of Liberty to be made. They were 
placed on view in Madison Square Park to help 
raise funds for the rest of the statue and base. 

Do you know why the copper in We The People 
(detail) is brown and the Statue of Liberty’s 
copper skin is green?

Answer: there’s a chemical reaction between 
metal and water. Copper takes on a blue-green 
colored layer, called a patina, if it’s outside for a 
long period. The Statue of Liberty was originally 
golden brown like We The People (detail).

Does this fabric arm hole remind you of 
anything? What else could it be?

         Thin Skin
        and Strong Bones

We The People (detail) and the 
Statue of Liberty are both made 
from thin sheets of copper. Pull 
out two pennies if you have them, 
and pinch them between your 
thumb and index finger. This is 
the exact thickness of both 
sculptures! 

These thin-skinned Lady 
Liberties are supported by strong 
“bones” made of steel, just like a 
tall skyscraper. Visit the sleeve 
section of We The People (detail) 
and look inside for its support 
structure. 

Aerial view of Lady Liberty and 
Liberty Island, 1984. Photo by 
Jack E. Boucher, for the Historic 
American Engineering Record, U.S. 
Library of Congress. 



Find a large rock to stand on and imagine 
yourself as a giant statue. What pose would you 
take to feel tall and powerful? What sound would 
you make? 

Now head to the ground and make yourself as 
small as you can and make the 
quietest sound possible.

The height of the Statue of Liberty from her heel 
to the top of her head is 111 feet and 6 inches. 
How tall are you? 

Imagine this: 8 Lady Liberties could fit lying 
down head-to-toe on the long lawn of Pier 3 
Uplands in Brooklyn Bridge Park!

Now think about how tall some 
of those things would be if you 
were standing next to them. 
From where you’re standing 
the Brooklyn Bridge looks pret-
ty small – maybe even smaller 
than the sleeve next to you. But 
the closer you get to the bridge, 
the larger it starts to look. We 
The People (detail) allows you to 
see that distant sleeve or ear, up 
close and persona at its actual 
size!

Danh Vo, We The People (detail), 2011-14. Copper.
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris.  
Photo: James Ewing.  

         Studies in Scale

The Statue of Liberty looks 
pretty tiny from Brooklyn Bridge 
Park. If you stand next to the 
sleeve of We The People (detail) it 
feels monumental. In truth, it is 
exactly the same size as the 
sleeve of the statue you see in 
the distance. Find a place with a 
view of the Statue of Liberty, the 
Brooklyn Bridge, lower 
Manhattan, and We The People 
(detail).List the following in order from tallest to 

shortest:
•You 
•Sleeve of 
We The People (detail)
•Statue of Liberty
•Freedom Tower
•A squirrel
•Brooklyn Bridge
•Ear of We The People (detail)

         Feedback Loop

What did you like you best 
about We The People? Post your 
thoughts or photos with 

#PAFWeThePeople. 

14’6”



         About the Artist

Danh Vo was born 1975 in 
Vietnam. When he was four 
years old, his family fled the 
country on a boat made by his 
father. The boat was 
discovered by a large Danish 
freighter that took everyone on 
board to Denmark, where Vo’s 
family decided to settle down 
and live. Just like We The People 
has traveled to many countries 
all around the world, so has the 
artist. He now lives in Berlin, 
Germany and Mexico City. 

Vo approaches his artwork like a 
cultural anthropologist—
someone exploring big ideas 
about humankind like migration, 
politics, freedom, and identity. 
And he often includes 
references to historical objects 
(like the Statue of 
Liberty) or to personal 
experiences. His work has been 
shown in many museums and 
galleries around the world 
including the New Museum and 
Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum here in New York. 

Photo: Heinz Peter Knes, 2013.



         Additional Resources 

About Brooklyn Bridge Park
http://www.brooklynbridgepark.org/

History of Statue of Liberty
http://www.nps.gov/stli/historyculture/places_creating_statue.htm
http://www.ohranger.com/statue-liberty/history-statue-liberty

Fun Facts on the Statue of Liberty
http://www.nps.gov/stli/historyculture/places_creating_statue.htm
http://www.howtallisthestatueofliberty.org/

More about We The People
http://www.thisistomorrow.info/viewArticle.aspx?artId=2163
http://www.myartguides.com/categories/art/item/1695-danh-vo
http://www.artic.edu/exhibition/danh-vo-we-people-detail-2010-2013
http://artreview.com/features/feature_danh_v/

         

         Support

Danh Vo: We The People is presented as part of the Public Art Fund at Brooklyn Bridge Park Program, supported 
by Bloomberg Philanthropies.  

Educational programs and materials are supported by Outset USA, with additional support from the Brooklyn 
Bridge Park Conservancy. 

The Leadership Committee for the exhibition is gratefully acknowledged, including Jill & Peter Kraus, founding 
members; Billie Tsien & Tod Williams; Marcia Dunn & Jonathan Sobel; Agnes Gund; Sonia & Christian Zugel; 
Wendy Fisher; Patricia & Howard Silverstein; Mickey Cartin; Carlo Bronzini Vender & Tanya Traykovski; Linda 
Lennon & Stuart Baskin; James Keith Brown & Eric Diefenbach; Robert Soros; Maureen & Cyrus Deboo; and 
anonymous.

The exhibition is also generously supported by the AllianceBernstein Foundation and The Horace W. Goldsmith 
Foundation, with additional support from Bank of America.

We The People (detail) (2011-14) is presented with the generous support of Galerie Chantal Crousel. Danh Vo’s 
new garden commission on view in City Hall Park is presented with the generous support of Marian Goodman 
Gallery. 

Public Art Fund exhibitions are supported in part by the National Endowment for the Arts and the New York 
City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Council.

Special thanks to the Office of the Mayor, Office of the Manhattan Borough President, Office of the Brooklyn 
Borough President, Department of Cultural Affairs, Department of Parks & Recreation, and Brooklyn Bridge 
Park.
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