The American Studies Senior Project, 2011

E

ach year, American Studies seniors do a collaborative capstone project for the major on a contemporary social issue. This year, in commemoration of the sesquicentennial of the Civil War, the seniors led a road trip to Civil War sites in middle Tennessee. You can watch a short video of this trip and read the script for the tour on the American Studies website. 

In addition to the tour, each student also designed a counter-memorial to the major Civil War Monument on our campus—Confederate Memorial Hall. Endowed in 1935 by the United Daughters of the Confederacy, Confederate Memorial Hall was built to provide free housing to female students at Peabody who were descended from Confederate soldiers. In 1979, when Vanderbilt acquired Peabody College, Confederate Memorial Hall became part of the Vanderbilt campus. In 1989 when the building underwent renovations, its name was first raised as controversial. The administration responded by putting up a historical plaque to explain the history and origin of its name. In 2002, Chancellor Gordon Gee went a step further and renamed the building Memorial Hall, arguing that “the University’s facilities and symbols” should not “inadvertently reflect values that are inconsistent with its mission.” A court battle with the United Daughters of the Confederacy ensued which resulted in the full name remaining on the building. However, Vanderbilt effectively erased “Confederate” from Memorial Hall by rebranding it as simply “Memorial Hall” within its campus culture and its official publications. Yet, the building itself—with its full name in view—remains situated at the heart of the Commons. 
Through their counter-memorials, American Studies Seniors address Confederate Memorial Hall’s complex history and link it to the issues of our present moment. Each memorial responds to the question: How should Vanderbilt deal with its own history? 
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Jim Crow on Frat Row
Adam Weinstein

T

hough Confederate Memorial Hall is certainly one of the more evident instances of the Civil War's Lost Cause narrative on Vanderbilt's campus, there are arguably even more visible instances of this narrative of racism. One need not look further than frat row to see how segregation and racism has held its own, even in Vanderbilt's contemporary culture.

Though there are many different fraternities and sororities on Vanderbilt's campus, they are still, for the most part, segregated by race. North-American Interfraternity Conference fraternities and National Panhellenic Council sororities are comprised of nearly entirely white students and take up all of the houses central to frat row. On the other hand, all of the traditionally black, National Pan-Hellenic Council, Inc., fraternities and sororities sit in to the northeast of the rest of the Greek houses in just two buildings. The distance between, and the discrepancy in number of, the white and black Greek buildings serve to underscore how, though the Civil War is long past, as is the Civil Rights Movement, Vanderbilt's campus and student body stand divided to this day.

To underscore this fact, I wish to construct models of all of the fraternity and sorority houses at Vanderbilt and lay them out, to scale, as they stand on frat row. The models will then be painted black or white, depending on their majority race and would stand on the bricks in front of the stairs that lead into Confederate Memorial Hall. The solid black and white painting of the model buildings will not only emphasize the racial division within Vanderbilt, but they also point out how the uniformity and homogeneity of Vanderbilt's student body continues to perpetuate century-old racial divisions. In addition to this, a banner will be hung from the columns of Confederate Memorial Hall with a confederate flag pattern. The phrase “Divided We Stand” will be printed on this banner, in bold, white, Comic Sans font.

While most people shy away from shame-based monuments, I'd argue that the monuments that bring about the most shame to the greatest proportion of its viewing public are among the most effective. I hope that the monument will not only encourage upperclassmen to consider how divisive Greek life is at Vanderbilt, but also dissuade the freshmen living in or around the building from perpetuating the racial divide that still exists at Vanderbilt. The Commons were built in large part to counter frat culture and encourage a more racially united campus culture, and hopefully this monument will help to further that goal. I'd also like to believe that this monument will remind Vanderbilt's admissions program that the “diversity” they advertise to their students is largely moot because there is such little propinquity between races within the community.

My Memory

Jill Vaum 

M

y Memory will deal with how we as modern viewers remember slavery. My hope is that it will help the onlooker to consider what their role in the shame of slavery is. The work will be a temporary exhibition located on the horizontal section of Confederate Memorial Hall where the name is engraved. The draped white canvas, covered in abstracted black forms, asks the public to consider truths about America’s history, fuels the desire to interact with this issue, and presents an ambiguity necessary for personalized contemplation. This memorial deals with the issue of remembering itself rather than the actual memory. The site-specific location on Vanderbilt’s campus intertwines the observers’ present with the institution’s past. The viewers now play a role in remembering that history, but what is that role? I cannot attempt to answer that question for every person but only hope to instigate a dialogue on the subject.

Fabric will hang against the wall much like another event banner seen around campus. It will twist and turn but will intentionally cover the word “Confederate.” The memorial visually quotes the contemporary production of African American artists, namely Sam Gilliam and Kara Walker, drawing inspiration from Gilliam’s use of draped, loose canvas and Walker’s powerful implementation of black forms on a white background. The cotton fabric itself referencing the slave trade will also provide a marked difference in material from the building, attracting attention from passersby. 

The vagaries of black and white leave much to the imagination, but the pairing suggests a loaded void in the whiteness of the canvas, something that is not or cannot be there. This void signifies both the lack of memorials to slavery and the lack of ability to represent the black body without stereotyped racial tropes. The present black shapes are undefined, wavering between figure-like forms and simple abstractions, signifying the need for extreme distortion to avoid any recognizable symbol of slavery, as none remain vacant of loaded associations.

The work will only be attached at its four corners and in the center of the canvas. The strategic draping of the canvas over the word “Confederate” but not the rest of the title suggests a way of dealing with this building on Vanderbilt’s contemporary campus. Once removed, more attention will be paid to the role of “Confederate” on the building’s façade, forcing viewers to interact with notions of one’s historical guilt or anger more directly than before. The reason for a temporary installation reflects My Memory’s heightened impact after removal. 
It seemed appropriate that the form of this memorial would match something already present at a campus—a banner. The originally draping will be intentional, but the outdoor setting provides a certain level of uncertainty and unpredictability. The canvas twisting and folding will disorient people, making them believe there is a clear message on the fabric that would be visible if it had not been blown over by the wind. This yearning to uncover a deeper message will lead the viewer to consider what that meaning might be.

Flag of Our Fathers
Sara Nour
M

y counter-memorial to Confederate Memorial Hall is a flag that represents the integration of past history into our present identity. Even though the word “Confederate” is forever engraved on Confederate Memorial Hall, Vanderbilt has chosen to eliminate it from all literature and everyday conversations in favor of the more inclusive-sounding “Memorial Hall.” However, ignoring chunks of history is a counterproductive method of creating a unified campus because it prevents us from learning from our past mistakes. My memorial confronts the negative associations of Confederate Memorial Hall head-on in order to show that the past is an undeniable part of who we are today, and can be a catalyst for discussion about who we want to be in the future. Since flags symbolize ideology, my memorial incorporates pieces of the Confederate battle flag with the flag of the United States to show the melding of our past, present and future. The rebel flag, which represents racism, slavery, and discrimination under the Confederacy, is cut into eleven pieces to represent the eleven states that seceded during the Civil War. The current flag of the United States is cut into five pieces, which represent the five states whose state flags are based on the Confederate battle flag, and therefore represent the fusion of our country’s past and present. The pieces of both flags are sewn together to create one big unified flag. The U.S. flag pieces are intentionally larger than the Confederate flag pieces so that their visual dominance will give the effect of the Confederate flag melting into the flag of the United States. The flag will hang down horizontally from Confederate Memorial Hall so that it is as visible as possible, but also so that it invokes other depictions of the Confederate flag around campus—mainly those who choose to hang it from their dorm room windows. Hopefully the prominence of this flag will inspire students to think about the ideological implications surrounding the naming and subsequent renaming of Confederate Memorial Hall. In order to ensure that spectators understand the symbolism behind this memorial, I have included a plaque that explains it conceptually. By interspersing pieces of the Confederate battle flag into a larger U.S. flag, this memorial acknowledges painful pieces of the past as vital components to our present identity. Hopefully, it will inspire others to learn from the past and overcome it in a way that simply ignoring the word “Confederate” never could.

Only the Educated Are Free

Roark Luskin

Lori Murphy

B

oth Vanderbilt University and Confederate Memorial Hall were founded for the purpose of education. Though they both came from a common goal, their inceptions were inspired by separate narratives: Vanderbilt by the reconciliation narrative to unite and educate the North and South after the Civil War, and Confederate Memorial Hall by the Lost Cause narrative to memorialize the Confederate Army and educate Southern women. 

While it is easy to blame Peabody College for bringing Confederate Memorial Hall and the Lost Cause narrative into our University, when we look at Vanderbilt’s history we must recognize that it too has a sordid past. For example, after first admitting African Americans to the University in 1953 activist James Lawson was expelled from the Divinity School in 1960 for his work in the civil rights movement. However, rather than attempting to forget or cover up these issues in our past, we must find a way to address them head-on. Undoubtedly the best way to understand our difficult history and move forward is through education.

Instead of settling for Vanderbilt’s solution for Confederate Memorial Hall—erasing the word “Confederate” from campus publications and vernacular—our goal is to re-memorialize Confederate Memorial Hall. While it was originally intended to memorialize the soldiers of the Confederacy, it will become a memorial to both our university’s and our nation’s complex history in relation to race and gender and specifically the way we will overcome this history—through education. This memorial is intended to highlight the critical importance of educating ourselves about our past, to commemorate Vanderbilt’s founding to unite our country through education, and to promote its mission to provide educational opportunities for all. Although Confederate Memorial Hall was dedicated and stands today as a dormitory, for the purposes of its re-memorialization the interior will be transformed into an academic building dedicated to addressing these challenging issues of our history. Additionally, throughout the building it will focus on a timeline that reflects landmarks of both Vanderbilt University and George Peabody College that represent the promotion of and challenges to educational opportunities for both women and African Americans at these institutions.
The building will be converted into two floors of classroom buildings and three floors of academic departments including the Women and Gender Studies (WGS), African American and Diaspora Studies, and American Studies programs. These departments have been selected because they are the best suited to confront the issues raised by Confederate Memorial Hall while also celebrating the goal of education that unites the Vanderbilt and Peabody as institutions. The WGS program reflects the founding of Confederate Memorial Hall and Peabody College, which promoted educational opportunities for women. The African American and Diaspora Studies program confronts the Lost Cause narrative inherent in the building and issues of race in Vanderbilt’s history. Finally, the American Studies program provides opportunities to address these issues from a macro level and synthesize each of the narratives present in our University’s history. These goals will be reflected by the departments’ physical placement in the building. WGS will be on the first floor to reflect the founding of Peabody and integration of women at Vanderbilt, African American and Diaspora Studies will be located on the second floor to reflect Vanderbilt’s integration of African American students, and American Studies will be on the third floor to reflect its macro approach at studying our history and the issues of gender and race. It is also important to note that these are all interdisciplinary majors, as the issues discussed above need to be confronted from as many dimensions as possible. 

We will dedicate this memorial by altering the building’s physical structure by chiseling quotes as well as key timeline events throughout. The centerpiece will be a quote from Cornelius Vanderbilt describing the University’s founding, carved into the semi-circle of brick on the ground outside the front of the building: This University shall “contribute to strengthening the ties which should exist between all sections of our common country.” This quote will set the tone for the educational memorial and will remind all who see it of our founding purpose.

On the first step leading up to the building, the timeline point—“1873 Vanderbilt University was founded as a Southern University to reconcile the North and South through education”—will be carved. On the top step, the timeline point—“1875 George Peabody College for Teachers founded to educate women in middle Tennessee”—will be carved. These are intentionally carved on the steps, as they were the first steps these institutions took towards their future as educational institutions, and it represents the steps each of us as students must take to begin our education within this re-memorialized building. An essential quote, and the title of our memorial, will be carved above the doorway: “Only the educated are free.” ~Epictetus. Students will see this quote everyday as they enter the building and be reminded of the critical purpose of the building as a whole. While we can’t erase the word “Confederate” drilled into stone on that building, instead we shall drill our message of education into stone as well. The two additional important quotes about education will be placed centrally each of the two classroom floors on the wall right where the elevator opens up. 

The rest of the elements of the timeline will be strategically interspersed throughout the building. A date critical to its area of study will represent each academic department. Specifically, the timeline point—“1892 Vanderbilt University admits its first ten female students”—will be on a plaque outside the Women and Gender Studies program. The date—“1953 Vanderbilt admits Bishop Joseph Johnson as its first African American student”—will be located outside the African American and Diaspora Students department. And finally, the date—“2011 Vanderbilt memorializes the sesquicentennial of the Civil War and renews its commitment to uniting the nation through education and promoting educational opportunities for all; the new Confederate Memorial Hall is founded to aid in critically learning from the struggles of our past”—will be outside the American Studies program, as it was the impetus for the re-memorialization of the building. 

Another important location will be the timeline point in the stairway—“1996 Vanderbilt seeks to make amends for its past act of injustice by honoring Reverend James Lawson with the Vanderbilt Divinity School's Distinguished Alumnus Award.” The location of this text in the stairwell serves to represent a time of change and advancement for Vanderbilt and the acceptance of a past wrong. The viewer may wonder, what past injustice? The answer is on another piece of the timeline, which can be found on another plaque in the building that identifies Reverend Lawson’s expulsion from the University. The separation of these related timeline points symbolizes that in the learning process, we often need to do more research before we understand all the elements of an issue or story but that by looking critically the answers can be found. 

Finally, it is strategic that the timeline is non-linear and interspersed throughout the building. Learning is a non-linear process, and there is always more to discover. As students move through the building they will discover more pieces of the timeline, just as we discover more every time we engage in the learning process. All in all, the timeline represents the journey of education—Vanderbilt’s journey to develop as a progressive University and our journey to learn critically from these important moments and struggles in our University and nation’s past. 

Unity Circle

Shemsi Frezel

W

hile I agree with Vanderbilt’s decision to refer to Confederate Memorial Hall as simply Memorial Hall to aid in the preservation of an inclusive university atmosphere, I think this decision warrants explanation. In thinking about creating a counter-memorial to the building I imagined myself as a first-year student assigned to live in Memorial Hall and seeing the word “Confederate” on the façade of the building for the first time on move-in day. I would want my memorial to serve as a teaching tool to counteract the confusion and sense of trepidation an incoming freshman might feel about the official name of their new home. Although there is a historical marker on the building, it was placed there in 1989 and fails to tell the whole story of the controversy over the hall’s name. I think a memorial explaining the disconnect between what is on the building’s façade and what we refer to it as would aid not only first-year students but the university as a whole.

I would create a circular slab made of polished limestone, the official rock of Tennessee, that would sit vertically so both sides of the circle would be visible and people would be able to walk around the structure. The memorial would be in the shape of a circle as a way to address the cyclical nature of university dormitories since the occupants change from year to year. One side of the circle would tell the story of building but placing it in a larger context. This would be done in chronological order and so each event pertinent to the history of the building would have a small blurb and date attached. These blurbs would be permanently engraved into the rock. The story would begin with the start of the Civil War and bring the viewer up-to-date on the decision to drop the word “Confederate” from university culture. Since the content of the teaching side of the memorial would have to be edited down to fit on the circle, I think it would be beneficial to have a more extensive story that addresses how Vanderbilt and Peabody histories collide with events like the Civil War and issues like race in book form. The book would be housed in the common space in Memorial Hall. 
I envision the other side of the circle to be more interactive. This side of the circle would contain a collection of smaller circles mounted onto the larger circle. These smaller circles would be about five inches in diameter and made of chalkboard material. There would be chalk provided at the memorial to allow people to voice their opinions about the memorial and/or the building. The fact that the thoughts would be written in chalk would keep the memorial in the current moment and juxtapose the permanence of the word “Confederate” on the building. Lastly each side of the memorial would have three benches placed in the green space in front of each flat side of the circle to make the memorial a reflective space as well. 

The circle would be about seven feet high and situated on the pathway that leads up to Memorial Hall. As you approached the structure from either side you would see the outer curve of the circle. In this way people would have to confront this structure before entering the building. Ultimately I want this memorial to be something that furthers Vanderbilt’s aims at creating an inclusive culture and so I would name it “Unity Circle.” 
Confederate Heritage

Katie Des Prez

T

he goal of my monument, “Confederate Heritage,” is to explore the true nature of the Confederate heritage that the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) defend, as well as to challenge the UDC’s claim that “The war … [had] its roots in such complex political, economic, and psychological elements that it is difficult for historians to agree on all its basic causes.” 

The 10-foot monument is carved from a mixture of Southern red oak, native to the area roughly of the Confederacy, and ebony woods. The red oak signifies white Southern history, while ebony wood symbolizes black Southern history. The purpose of the tree is twofold: 1) a tree can be linked to the idea of a family tree and roots, tying the monument to the idea of heritage, and 2) a tree is natural, but this tree is carved from other, dead trees. This leads the reader of the monument to compare the ideas of natural, naturalized, created, and artificial histories and heritages. 

The trunk of the tree will combine both woods in a marbled style, demonstrating the interconnectedness of black and white histories, particularly as related to violence. The branches will be solely red oak and the roots will be just ebony, signifying that while the roots of the Confederate “lifestyle,” which is also the heritage that the UDC is concerned about protecting, truly lie in an economic dependence upon slavery, the projected image of this heritage is more connected to the white account of the Confederacy’s constructed history. The black roots and their allusions to slavery, discussed below, also directly contradict the UDC’s account of the war as having been caused by an ambiguous mix of forces. The monument suggests that the roots of the battle also lay with the slave system. 

The tree will be set in a plexiglass triangular base, imitating the triangular pathway of the Atlantic slave trade. This reinforces the idea that the roots of Confederate heritage are dependent upon slave labor. Some of the roots will end in the shape of a human foot and others will be seemingly nourished by raw cotton bolls. 

A confederate rifle, chains that represent slavery, a rope that coils from one of the roots of the tree up and around one of its branches, and an estimated number of total Confederate soldier deaths during the war (260,000) will be carved in the trunk of the tree. These images point directly to the history of violence that has impacted both white and black southerners either during the Civil War or as a result of the white supremacy often tied into Confederate nostalgia. 

The tree will sit directly outside Confederate Memorial Hall in the building’s courtyard. The tree serves almost as a mirror for Confederate Memorial Hall, but perhaps as a mirror that does not directly reveal the surface of the object it reflects. Rather it peels away the superficial layer and reflects back the more haunting elements of Confederate heritage. 

A Night to Remember

Brittany Chase

I

 want to center my memorial to the sesquicentennial of the Civil War around the concept of music as a tool to shape our history and help us to remember events and commemorate our past. That is why I want my memorial to be a concert titled “A Night To Remember” that is held outside Confederate Memorial Hall on the front patio of the dorm. I believe a concert would be a great way to grab the attention of the student body and make them aware of the 150th anniversary of the Civil War, and it would be something that people could enjoy, while also memorializing the story of slavery.

I would like to emulate the concerts held by the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who sing traditional Negro spirituals from the times of slavery. The spiritual memorializes slavery by taking the pain endured during this time and turning the black experience into song, and preserving this tradition honors the slaves who sang them and recognizes the pain they endured. Music can be a very strong way to reach people, and can serve as a memorial itself, which is why I think holding a concert, and featuring these spirituals at the end would be a great idea. When framing past events, memories, or information in the form of a song, it presents messages in a different form that is entertaining and attention grabbing. 

Music also evokes emotion and can produce a sense of community, and my goal is to have viewers experience an emotional response from the concert. I want them to feel something from the music, which I imagine to be a different feeling from each group that has been selected to perform. I want this memorial to bring the Vanderbilt campus together, especially the different musical groups and the audiences of each group that may have never interacted before, which will be an entertaining way that I hope will be successful and compelling. This will expose students, and hopefully the outside community who are invited to attend as well, to the anniversary of the war and to the commemoration of slavery in particular. 
The concert will consist of three different musical groups around campus, focusing on black music that has arisen from the larger history of Atlantic Slavery. I want to feature the Vanderbilt singing group Voices of Praise and have them sing traditional slave spirituals similar to the Fisk Jubilee Singers. The Vanderbilt Big Band and Steel Pan Ensembles will also be included in the concert, and their musical selections are outlined in the program.
The concert will take place on the grounds of Confederate Memorial Hall as a counter-memorial to the site. The memory of the Confederate South has clearly been etched into Vanderbilt history via this building, and holding a concert dedicated to slavery and black music will serve to fill the void of the memorial that stands behind our concert venue grounds. It will be held on Labor Day on September 5th, 2011 at 7 pm, which can also serve as a reminder of the slave labor that was forced upon African Americans (and will conveniently accommodate warm weather for the concert). A recording will be made that people can access online, and hopefully if the concert is successful, it will become an annual event that people enjoy and want to continue attending each year.

