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"t s tar ted as an idea t o d raw sightseers. In 
1923 state historian Doane Robinson suggest­

ed carving g iant statues in South Dakota's 
Black Hills. Robinson was no t the first American 
to th ink tha t a big country demanded big art . As 
early as 1849, Missouri Sen. Thomas Hart Benton 
proposed a superscale Christopher Columbus in 
the Rocky Mounta ins. In 1886 the 150-foot Stat­
ue of Liberty was unveiled in New York. Now, in 
the 1920s, an unconvent ional sculptor named 
Gutzon Borglum was carving a Confederate 
memoria l on Stone Mounta in in Georgia. 

Robinson wan ted his sculptures t o stand at the 
gateway t o the West, where the Black Hills rise 
f rom the plains as a prelude t o the Rockies. Here, 
grani te outcroppings resist erosion t o fo rm the 
Needles, clusters of ta l l , th in peaks reminiscent 
of the spires on a Gothic cathedral . Robinson 
imagined the Needles t ransformed into a parade 
of Indian leaders and Amer ican explorers w h o 
shaped the f ront ier . Many people were skeptical 
or downr i gh t hosti le. " M a n makes statues," pro­
claimed local conservationist Cora B. Johnson, 
"bu t God made the Needles." 

Gutzon Borglum in Bosun Chair, 1930. 

Undaun ted , the memor ia l 's backers called in 
the master sculptor o f Stone M o u n t a i n . In an 
era w h e n many artists scorned t rad i t iona l pat r i ­
ot ism, Gutzon Borglum made his name t h rough 
the ce lebra t ion o f th ings Amer i can . To him 
"Amer ican" meant "b ig . " Born in Idaho in 1867, 
this son of Danish Mormons studied ar t in Paris. 
Back home he worked in the shadow o f his art ist 
brother Solon even af ter several works b rough t 
Gutzon modera te fame. A m o n g t h e m were a 
remodeled torch fo r the Statue of Liberty, saints 

A monument's dimensions should 

be determined by the importance 

to civilization of the events 

commemorated Let us place 

there, carved high, as close to heaven 

as we can, the words of our leaders, 

their faces, to show posterity what 

matter of men they were. Then 

breathe a prayer that these records 

will endure until the wind and the 

rain alone shall wear them away. 
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Mount Rushmore before carving, 1925. 

and apostles fo r the Cathedral of St. John t he 
Divine in New York, a seated Lincoln in Newark, 
N.J., and an oversized Lincoln bust for the United 
States Cap i to l . In 1915 he began t h e Stone 
Mounta in memor ia l , which gave him experience 
in large-scale carv ing—and in showmanship. 

Borglum scouted ou t a location far bet ter than 
the fragi le Needles: 5,725-foot Moun t Rushmore, 
named in 1885 for New York lawyer Charles E. 
Rushmore. Its broad wal l of exposed grani te 

faced southeast t o receive direct sunl ight fo r 
most of the day. Borglum's choice o f subjects 
promised t o elevate the memor ia l f r o m a re­
gional enterprise to a nat ional cause " in com­
memora t ion of the founda t i on , preservat ion, 
and cont inenta l expansion o f t he United States." 
Borglum envisioned fou r U.S. presidents beside 
an entab la ture inscribed w i t h a br ief history of 
the country. In a separate wal l behind the f i g ­
ures, a Hall o f Records w o u l d preserve nat ional 
documents and art i facts. 

President Calvin Coolidge dedicated the memor i ­
al in 1927, commencing 14 years of work ; only six 
years were spent on actual carving. Money was 
the main prob lem. It was here tha t Borglum's 
self-appraisal as a "one-man w a r " was earned. 
He personally lobbied state officials, representa­
tives and senators, cabinet members, and presi­
dents. "The work is purely a nat ional memor ia l , " 
he insisted at a congressional hearing in 1938. 
Pride in count ry—and the fact tha t public works 
created good jobs and good wi l l—channeled 
$836,000 of federal money t o w a r d the to ta l cost 
of nearly S1 mi l l ion. 
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A Shrine in the Black Hills 
Gutzon Borglum's vision fo r Moun t Rushmore 
was no less than " the fo rmal render ing of the 
phi losophy of our government into grani te on 
a mounta in peak." Borglum chose t o give human 
f o r m to the abstract. His monumen t t o America 
grouped four leaders w h o brought the nat ion 
f r o m colonial t imes in to the 1900s. Most promi­
nent is George Washington, commander of the 
Revolutionary army and first U.S. president: 

The preservation of the sacred fire of liberty, 
and the destiny of the Republican model of 
government are justly considered as deeply, 
perhaps as finally staked, on the experiment 
entrusted to the hands of the American people. 

George Washington, First Inaugural 
Address, April 30, 1789. 

Next was Thomas Jef ferson, au thor of t he 
Declarat ion of Independence, t h i r d president, 
and mastermind of t he Louisiana Purchase: 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty 
and the pursuit of Happiness. 

Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of 
Independence, July 4, 1776. 

To the far r ight was 16th President Abraham 
Lincoln, whose leadership restored the Union 
and ended slavery on U.S. soil: 

Let us have faith that right makes might, and 
in that faith, let us, to the end, dare to do our 
duty as we understand it. 

Abraham Lincoln, Address at Cooper 
Union, February 27, 1860. 

The 26th president Theodore Roosevelt pro­
mo ted construct ion of the Panama canal and 

South Dakota Governor Berry, President Roosevelt, 
and Borglum at dedication of Jefferson head, 1936. 

The Washington head was dedicated in 1930, 
fo l l owed by Jefferson in 1936, Lincoln in 1937, 
and Roosevelt in 1939. Borglum died in March 
1941; the f inal dedicat ion was not held unt i l 50 
years later. Son Lincoln Borglum supervised the 
complet ion of the heads. Work s topped in Octo­
ber 1941, on the eve o f U.S. en t ry in to W o r l d 
War II. Gutzon Borglum himself m igh t have said 
t ha t the t ime had come to de fend t he principles 
M o u n t Rushmore preserved in stone. 

ign i ted progressive causes like conservat ion and 
economic re form: 

We, here in America, hold in our hands the 
hopes of the world, the fate of the coming years; 
and shame and disgrace will be ours if in our 
eyes the light of high resolve is dimmed, if we 
trail in the dust the golden hopes of men. 

Theodore Roosevelt, Address at Carnegie 
Hall, March 30, 1912. 

Everyone w a n t e d t o see the men on the m o u n ­
ta in . Gutzon Borg lum regarded his masterpiece 
as far more than a tour is t a t t rac t i on . Consider 
t he assessment of ano ther man w h o made a 
name b lend ing a r t and nature : "The nob le 
countenances emerge f r o m Rushmore," no ted 
archi tect Frank Lloyd W r i g h t , "as t h o u g h t he 
spir i t o f t he moun ta in heard a human plan and 
itself became a human countenance. " 
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Creating Giants in the Black Hills 

Sketches in Plaster 
Borglum knew portraiture. In his 
youth he studied art in Paris w i th 
sculptor Auguste Rodin. He boasted 
a roster of memorials to famous 
Americans, including Gen. Philip 
Sheridan, Gen. Robert E. Lee, and 
Abraham Lincoln. Having read avidly 
about Lincoln and been personally 
acquainted wi th Theodore Roosevelt, 
Borglum was thoroughly prepared 
when the Mount Rushmore commis­
sion came his way in 1925. He based 

the models on life masks, paintings, 
photographs, descriptions, and his 
own interpretations. Plaster copies 
of the models were always displayed 
on the mountain as a guide for work­
ers. But Borglum did not merely 
transpose the models directly into 
granite. The differences between the 
models in the sculptor's studio and 
the heads on the mountain show how 
Borglum fine-tuned the four granite 
giants into true works of art. 

Inches to Feet 
How to transfer the models to the 
mountain? Borglum's answer was 
his "po in t ing" machine: The models 
were sized at a ratio of 1:12—one 
inch on the model would equal one 
foot on the mountain. A metal shaft 
(1) was placed upright at the center 
of the model's head. Attached at the 
base of the shaft was a protractor 
plate (2), marked in degrees, and a 
horizontal ruled bar (3) that pivoted 
to measure the angle from the cen­
tral axis. A weighted plumb line (4) 

hung f rom the bar; it slid back and 
for th to measure the distance f rom 
the central head point, and raised 
and lowered to measure vertical 
distance f rom the top of the head. 
Thus, each point on the model re­
ceived three separate measurements. 
The numbers were then multipl ied 
by 12 (angles remained the same) 
and transferred to the granite face 
via a a'ge-scale pointing mechanism 
an :- .--. .: at the top of the mountain. 

The Faces Emerge 
The only shaping technique available 
to the carvers was the removal of the 
stone. No material could be added. 
Wi th such an unforgiving medium, 
Borglum at first ruled out dynamite. 
He quickly changed his mind; the 
rock was so hard that blasting was 
the only practical way to remove the 
huge portions of the weathered face 
to reach solid grani te for carving. 
After an egg-shaped volume of rock 
was prepared for each head, the 

pointers went to work measuring 
for facial features. Skilled blasters 
dynamited to wi th in a few inches 
of a desired measurement. The closer 
the blasters got to the finished sur­
face, the more carefully Borglum 
studied the heads, making changes 
as necessary. The most drastic change 
was the relocation of Jefferson's 
head f rom Washington's r ight to left 
side because there was not enough 

i rock to complete the figure. 

men "bumped" away the drill holes 
and lines wi th pneumatic hammers 
to create a smooth, whi te surface. It 
was attent ion to detail that gave hu­
manity to the sculptures. Up close, 
the pupils of the eyes are shallow 
recessions wi th projecting shafts of 
granite. From a distance, this unlikely 
shape makes the eyes sparkle and 
brings the presidents to life. 

Planning Your Visit 

Parking M o u n t Rushmore has a concession-
opera ted park ing faci l i ty t h a t charges a fee . 
The Nat ional Parks and Federal Recreat ional 
Lands Pass is no t appl icable f o r park ing . 

Facilities The i n f o r m a t i o n center and t he 
Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center are open f r o m 
8 am to 5 pm in w in te r and unt i l 10 pm in sum­
mer; hours vary in spring and fa l l . Begin at the 
in fo rmat ion center, where staf f and displays 
w i l l help you plan your visit t o the park and the 
Black Hills reg ion. From here, go up the walk­
way t oward the sculpture and other facil i t ies. 
The Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center has exhibits 
on the carving of M o u n t Rushmore, a 14-min-
ute f i lm " M o u n t Rushmore—The Shrine," an 
in fo rmat ion desk, restrooms, and a bookstore 
operated by the Moun t Rushmore History Asso­
ciat ion. The Sculptor's Studio (closed in winter ) 
displays models and tools used in the carving 
process. Programs are conducted here daily in 
summer. The concession bu i ld ing , open year-
round, has f o o d service and a g i f t shop. 

Activities You can v iew the memoria l f r om the 
roadside 24 hours a day, year - round. It is best 
v iewed and pho tographed in morn ing l ight. The 
main developed area ( including facilities) is open 
6 am t o 10 pm in w in te r and 5 am to 11 pm in 
summer. V iewing spots include the Grand View 
Terrace, Amphi theater , Presidential Trail a long 
the Avenue of Flags, Borglum View Terrace, and 
near t he Sculptor's Studio. The 0.6-mile Presi­
dential Trail begins at Grand View Terrace, w i t h 

access t o v iewing sites near the talus slope be­
low the faces. The Evening Light ing Ceremony 
is he ld in t h e o u t d o o r amph i t hea te r dai ly in 
summer. The rest o f t h e year t he sculpture is 
i l luminated at dusk fo r a couple of hours. Check 
schedules in summer fo r ranger-led programs. 

Accessibility Most park grounds and facilit ies 
are accessible t o persons w i t h disabilit ies; assis­
tance may be required on some trai ls. Accom-

The carving of George 
Washington's head is as 
tal l as a six-story build­
ing. If his body was 
carved from head to toe, 
the height of the full fig­
ure would be 465 feet. 

Dimensions of head: 
Forehead to chin-60 feet 
Width of eye-11 feet 
Length of nose-20 feet 
Width of mouth-18 feet 

Mountain goats were 
brought to the area in 
1924 and have adapted 
well to the environment. 
Watch for them scaling 
the granite rocks around 
Mount Rushmore. 

Mount Rushmore National 
Memorial is one of over 
390 parks in the National 
Park System. Learn about 
parks at www.nps.gov. 

modat ions can be made fo r access t o lower 
areas. Service animals are we lcome. 

For a Safe Visit Please observe these regula­
t ions: • Cl imbing the moun ta in , feed ing w i l d 
animals, and bui ld ing fires are proh ib i ted . • It 
is un lawfu l t o collect plants, animals, and rocks 
or o ther natural materials. • Pets are proh ib i ted 
in developed areas. • Stay on trails wh i le walk­
ing. • Drive careful ly on Black Hills roads. You 
must wear seatbelts in all Nat ional Park System 
areas. • Camping is p roh ib i ted in the park. 

Location M o u n t Rushmore Nat ional Memor ia l 
is 25 miles southwest of Rapid City, S.Dak , via 
U.S. 16; and th ree miles f r o m Keystone via U.S. 
16A and S.Dak. 244. Major air l ines and bus 
routes serve Rapid City. 

More Information 
M o u n t Rushmore Nat ional Memor ia l 
13000 HWY 244, Bldg. 31, Suite 1 
Keystone, SD 57751-0268 
605-574-2523 
w w w . n p s . g o v / m o r u 
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While in the area you 
may wish to visit these 
National Park Service 
sites: Badlands and 
Wind Cave national 
parks, Minuteman 

Missile National Historic 
Site, and Jewel Cave and 
Devils Tower national 
monuments (Devils 
Tower is not shown on 
this map). Other areas 

include: Custer State 
Park, Pine Ridge Indian 
Reservation, Black Hills 
National Forest, and 
Buffalo Gap National 
Grassland. 

Finishing Touches 
After blasting, the features were 
shaped by workers suspended by 
cables in swing seats called Bosun 
chairs. First they used pneumatic drills 
to honeycomb the granite wi th closely 
spaced holes to nearly the depth of 
the final surface. Excess rock was then 
chiseled off. A blacksmith sharpened 

I hundreds of drill bits each day that 
dulled quickly on the rock. Later, the 
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M ore and more we sensed that we were creating a truly 
great thing, and after a while all of us old hands became 
truly dedicated to it and determined to stick to it. 
Red Anderson, Mount Rushmore driller and assistant carver 

http://www.nps.gov
http://www.nps.gov/moru

