How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration 
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It’s questionable if a statue or commemoration tries to honour or celebrate lives lost, or could it possibly be missing the point. Could it be only misrepresenting to remind us what’s lost and cause grief for those affected. It can be argued that a commemoration could be depicted as a false narrative, hiding the truth by detaching the grandeur of what materialised, then and after.
[image: ]Figure 1. Vietnam Veterans Memorial. Photo By 506thcurrahee.
Ten years after the end of the Vietnam War, those who fought and lost their lives in the war were finally to be recognised. On March 30, 1981, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund Inc (VVMF), had to examine and narrow selection of 1,421 designs which were submitted. From which was narrowed down to 232, later 39, and finally the winner. Designer, Maya Lin. At the time, a lot of public controversy on the design, and almost was never built (Wills, 2007). The Vietnam Veterans Memorial (VVM) was finally built on November 11, 1982. It narrates the lives of the soldiers lost, from Missing in Action (MIA), Killed in Action (KIA) or Prisoners of War (POW), but it doesn’t list the names of who committed suicide as a result during the war or after. Are they saying that their lives aren’t worthy to be commemorated, among their own friends or comrades? After all, aren’t they too victims from the devastation of the war?
In a way, you can never really depict the death or trauma of the individuals affected or ever understand what they lost. Trying to put that into a structure that illustrates a grander narrative or summary could simply be mocking or covering the reality of the situation. It’s controversial, whether, the message communicated is meant to cause pain on reflection or positivity to rejoice in those we lost, to remember as a society. Either or, can only be decided upon for the individual. Do you hate or love a piece that shows what you’ve lost as a family from the event? A reminder of pain, or a moment to rejoice their life? A chance of healing, almost proof that they aren’t lost, and will be remembered, similarly the same ideology applies to a funeral and gravestones. 
Looking at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (VVM), for example, by having all those names listed next to each other, initially, probably overwhelming of the scale and emotion, but also you can recognise that war doesn’t discriminate, and so many families were shattered. The unwritten, invisible, names to which could go along-side every person lost, for each, had someone in their life that was affected.  It wasn’t only the soldiers that departed, but a part of everyone that knew them had been tarnished. As Corbin explained in her text, using each individual name evokes meaning to their friends and family, and by having the names placed in chronological order of the time of death, as Lin explains, “a progression in time is memorialized. The design is not just a list of the dead. To find one name, chances are you will see the others close by, and you will see yourself reflected through them” (Lin 5). This also shows the companies of which the individual might have been killed with, and the comrades or friends they might have died with. It’s almost as though the VVM has been placed as a public gravestone in which everyone is connected, proving that the trauma and effect of the war had some significance to everyone, not just those who had lost their lives.  
The tangible & tactile interaction that the audience has over the wall, feeling a connection with those who had pasted being able to physically touch their names, it must feel as though they are present with you. Perhaps, the fact that you can connect and relate the wall with such significance as the personalised names and tactile interaction gives a solid foundation to why this memorial has had such an important impact socially, and politically with unrest of some veterans (Carhart, 1981).
‘Black Gash of Shame’ was how they described the piece (Hagopian, 2009), the unorthodox black wall instead of white wasn’t really heard of, typically white was the honourable and American way, such as the Lincoln Memorial and Washington Monument, which faced in the direction of either point of Lin’s design. Veterans had feared that “the sunken black wall would be a ‘memorial to the dead,’ not to living veterans, and that it would be a ‘grisly reminder of something ugly and shameful in America’s past’” (Hagopian 106). Seen as a figure of defeat, a black distinguishing granite was amid a lot of controversy.  This might be some evidence with what was originally discussed at the start of the text, questioning if a commemoration is meant to honour or cause grief and the materialised narrative in which these statues entail. 
[image: ]Figure 2. The Three Soldiers. Photo by dcMemorials. 2006.

As a substitute for the outpour, several Congressmen commissioned to have the third-place winner of the design competition to have Harts, The Three Soldiers, as a traditional component (Figure 2). Maya Lin’s design had caused a segregation both, politically and socially, between the people for those who accepted her design, and those who we’re entirely against it.  This more traditional, and typical, statue depicting three soldiers (figure 2) in military uniform looking over to the wall in 
despair at all the fallen comrades that the wall listed. It was mandated that the piece should not be positioned directly adjacent to Lin’s design to ensure that her intent is preserved as much as possible (Klein, 2015). Perhaps Frederick Hart’s piece, visually communicates & depicts the feelings of all the servicemen that returned home who wanted a more traditional, honourable, memorial (Carhart, 1981) overlooking the wall with such emotion (Figure 2). Maybe that visual characteristics that shows the fight of the men and women involved in the effort of the war and sacrifice that Lin’s design of the polished black granite wall missed?
[image: ]
Figure 3. Washington Park – Chicago. By Amanda Prestigiacomo
It isn’t that common for a statue or monument to get almost attacked for their values, or historical reference such as the outpour of Lin’s design in the 1980s, which continued over a few years until 1982 when ‘The Three Soldiers’ was released. More recently, with the violence in Virginia dividing the U.S, in response to Donald Trump’s press conference and tweets about the controversy that many of the founding fathers of America, such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, or Robert E. Lee statues & memorials have negative representations and shouldn’t be cultural figure as all of them have serious links to Slavery. This is what many people such as CNN’s political analyst Angela Rye think that should happen: 
"We need to call slave owners out for what they are. Whether we think they were protecting American freedom or not. He wasn’t protecting my freedom. I wasn’t someone — my ancestors weren’t deemed human beings to him. To me, I don’t care if it’s a George Washington statue or a Thomas Jefferson statue or a Robert E. Lee statue, they all need to come down." (Gates, 2017).
Another voice of this conversation is Bishop James Dukes, pastor of Liberation Christian Centre, he stats that "It represents on one hand, a hero to some, a forefather, a revolutionary," Dukes said Aug. 16. (Greenberg, 2017). He demands that the statues (figure 3) should be removed, not only the names above, but also Andrew Jackson, 7th President of the United States. The parks should be renamed to represent other key iconic figures in their replacement, such as Michael Jackson, instead of Andrew Jackson. 
“I am feeling ambivalent that I would have to walk my child, attend a parade or enjoy a game of softball in a park that commemorates the memory of a slave owner,” he wrote. “Therefore, I call on the immediate removal of President George Washington (Figure 3) and President Andrew Jackson names from the parks located on the southeast side of Chicago. They should not have the distinct honour of being held as heroes when they actively participated in the slave trade.” (CBS Chicago, 2017). 
[image: ]How could we possibly be looking upon these commemoration statues and parks of these figures without such accurate representation of the past?  Is it possibly that by hiding or neglecting the truth of the type of person they were and their involvement in the slave trade, that we could be supporting a false narrative, but also teaching our next generations about the wrong ideologies. In respect, if we aren’t embodying their true self, then why have a memorial or statue in the first place? Shouldn’t be using these icons as a remembrance of those who made an impact of the culture, that perhaps doesn’t retain to what the beliefs are today? As Dukes states to CCN, "For us of African-American descent, it represents a person who owned 317 slaves." (Greenberg, 2017).
Figure 4. George Washington by Horatio Greenough, 1840
In brings into question that any piece of commemoration would unintentionally be hiding behind a cloak of false narrative, or showing & teaching a way in which doesn’t represent the past at all. Would this be the opposite to how we perceive these statues or memorials to remember and not repeat the same mistakes twice? It’s obvious, in the shadow of these great figures and statues (Figure 3 & 4), a horrible reality or truth is foreshadowed, and isn’t symbolised or taught. It’s obvious why this is causing so much social and political unrest with many people (Greenberg, 2017). 
Figure 5. Statue of George Washington - Photo by Frances Benjamin Johnston around 1900 [image: ]
But are all these recent reactions all necessary or are the values to which he brought to the country more important than his actions as a slave-owner? (George Washington's Mount Vernon, 2017). Is it acceptable, because that was perhaps the norm back then, and there was no different? It’s in human nature to rejoice and remember successes, and innovation than failures or pain, we would rather forget any recollection of such event than face the fact of tough times. It wasn’t until the 1860s that slavery came to an end, so upon making this statue in 1830s-40s they didn’t know any different and being involved with the slave-trade was typical (National Museum of American History, 2017). 
The statue itself is symbolic of many different ideologies and even has a lot of referrals to mythology, and gods. Was Washington seen as some sort of messiah or god for the people? 
Symbols of a heroic champion, sitting on a pedestal above everyone else, surrounded by planks of mythology gods such as Apollo, Hercules and Iphicles, all representing different meanings. He was clearly foresighted as an immortalised figure to the foundations of America, but where these foundations built upon the wrong values such as slavery? (National Museum of American History, 2017).
It’s ironic that the photograph above, figure 5, shows the statue of George Washington on the United States Capitol grounds surrounded by African American school children, it’s almost a true presentation of the ideologies of that which came to be through his own lifetime, he was a slave owner for over fifty-six years, over half a century. Looked upon as their owner, or in some sense, perhaps a god. The photograph, over a hundred years later, still shows white supremacy. As though, even after his death, he still is involved or has control over African Americans? The point being, at the time they probably looked up to him as a leader or ‘god’ for being the founding father of the United States, but the reality being, their ancestors were probably linked to slavery that he condoned and was apart of. Teaching the wrong principals and ideas that he presented. 
Commemoration will probably never be a black and white materialised notion, there will always be light shown above the darkness that it hides behind. If memorial and commemoration is determined by the political and historical nature of the time it was placed, we will never be able to understand it’s true story. We shouldn’t have to hide behind a catalyst for honour, and always chase the truth by depicting the non-fiction narrative so we don’t celebrate inaccurate values. It should always unite, not segregate. Commemoration should not teach false beliefs or values as at foremost it’s a foundation to tribute those who have pasted, and the meaning given by the aesthetic appearance needs to uphold the truth. It’s not right to depict a false vision to the future generations of our past leaders, icons and conflicts. 
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