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The Controversy over the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial: 

The Limits of Representation and Charisma  
 

Stephen Jaeger 

 

Conservative resistance to modernism took various forms: 1 Ruskin against 

Whistler, the Nazis against “degenerate art.”  Those tensions experienced a late 

blossoming in the controversy over the Vietnam Veterans Memorial built on the National 

Mall in Washington D.C. in 1982.  On its historical surface the controversy is about many 

things including traditionalism vs. modernism:  pro-war vs. anti-war factions, academy-

trained officers vs. drafted soldiers, conservative vs. liberal politics, sky-striving male 

machismo vs. feminine horizontality, metaphysics vs. earth-boundness.   

But it also tells us a lot about the move of charisma and charismatic representation 

out of mainstream art and its relocation elsewhere. 

 It is hard to imagine a work of contemporary art that has exercised a greater 

immediate impact than Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial—and a more rapid, in 

fact, immediate, establishment of legitimacy of a  work at first decried as modernist, 

shameful, “oriental,” alien to the veterans it memorializes, and many other things.2  

[ILLUST. 1: VIETNAM VETERANS’ MEMORIAL]  Mary McLeod’s appraisal of its 

 These thoughts on the aesthetics of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial began as the last 

chapter of my book, Enchantment: On Charisma and the Sublime in the Arts of the West (2012). 

Because the book was already too long, this essay became an orphan. I hope it’s still worth 

reading without the rest of its family. 
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impact rises to the language of the redemptive: [The Vietnam veterans’memorial] “is the 

most popular monument in the nation’s capital, visited by about five million people each 

year.  No structure built since World War II has probably had greater impact on public 

attitudes in the United States.  Its construction instigated a kind of national catharsis, 

dissolving the bitter disputes that divided the nation.”3  What David Freedberg calls “the 

power of images” could not be more dramatically realized, though I hasten to add: the 

Vietnam veterans’memorial has no images, “represents” nothing, unless it is the images 

that appear reflected on its mirror-like surface.  It is simply a long stretch of polished 

black granite with the names of  58,132 American soldiers who lost their lives in the 

Vietnam war, listed in chronological order according to date of death, engraved into it.  

Its two wings stretch 275 feet each and form a wide “V”; it is ten feet high at the hinge 

point, and the marble narrows towards the outer edges following the rise towards the 

convergence of its sunken path with the surface of the promenade.  The angle of the “V” 

(125 degrees) is determined by the compass- or watch-hand-character of the two arms: 

each points toward another great monument: the Washington monument and the Lincoln 

monument.   

Few people foresaw anything like the hectic emotional response the Vietnam 

veterans’ memorial evoked and continues to evoke in its visitors.  Just the opposite: a 

group of veterans and other interested parties opposed it with a vehemence that made it 

unlikely at various points that the Lin design would ever be realized.4 

 It was built and completed in 1982 only because Jan Scruggs and other adherents 

of the Lin design agreed to a compromise: a statue realistically representing three sold 

wass to be added to the design along with an American flag. This compromise turned 
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aside the most assinine demands of the opposition: that the marble wall be white instead 

of black and be raised above the ground instead of gently descending into it.5 

 An American sculptor, Frederick Hart, was commissioned to produce the statue.  

[ILLUST. 2: FREDERICK HART, “THREE SOLDIERS”]  Hart was chosen by a small 

cohort mainly of opponents of Maya Lin’s design; there were no competing proposals.  

Lin’s memorial had been chosen in an anonymous competition; 1421 proposals were 

submitted; Lin’s black wall the unanimous choice of a panel of eight judges consisting of 

two architects, three sculptors and two landscape architects, all of them highly 

distinguished in their fields, presided over by Grady Clay, editor of Landscape 

Architecture.  Lin’s prize money amounted to $20,000; Hart was paid $330,000 for his 

statue, and he negotiated 50% of subsidiaries from any products, photos, reproductions of 

the statue.  The statue was originally to be placed at the hinge point of the two granite 

walls.  But Maya Lin and the judges of the original competition rejected this demand with 

vehemence.  Lin wrote an op-ed piece in the Washington Post accusing Hart of drawing 

mustaches on other artists’ works.  Hart basically agreed with the Lin faction on this 

point, and he and his adherents agreed to set the statue on a rise in a wooded area 

approximately 100 feet beyond the Lin monument and facing it.  Hart’s statue seems to 

me to virtually apologize for its inclusion; at any rate, it does not, perhaps could not, 

answer the expectations of his supporters.   

Those expectations register clearly in the polemical writings that the controversy 

provoked.  Putting aside acrimony and ugliness (the Lin design: “a black gash of shame,” 

a “tribute to Jane Fonda”; Hart’s statue: “a mustache drawn on other artist’s work”) 

issues emerge that make the conflict centrally of interest to the topic of charisma and art.  
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It is a situation where we can watch, in extraordinarily sharp focus, styles in competition, 

the forces that resolve the competition and allow one style to dominate another.  The 

debate about the Vietnam memorial shows us especially clearly the interplay of three 

factors at work in producing the transformation of style: the vision of individual artists, 

the circumstances that inspire their designs, and the force of public expectations.   

Tom Wolfe was the strongest voice framing the controversy as the clash between 

modernism and traditionalism, between abstraction and realism in monument-making.   

Wolfe denounced the victory of the former and lamented neglect of the latter.  The jury 

panel that judged the competition were “mullahs of modernity,” “reigning eminences 

dedicated to art that baffled or annoyed the public.”6  They lived and worked in a world 

“as bizarre and totally removed from the rest of American life as anything any soldier had 

ever run into in Vietnam.”  Wolfe sets himself as a bulwark against “the arcane principles 

of modernism,” which have broken loose from their confinement in galleries and 

university art departments, and installed themselves in public spaces, though the 

American public despises them and is bewildered by them.  What Wolfe wanted was a 

statue of “heroic soldiers,” “a realistic statue dramatizing the anguish and intimate bonds 

of the men who fought against the horrifying odds in the bush in Vietnam...”    The one 

example he could name, apart from Hart’s “Three Soldiers”, was the design (submitted 

for the original competition) by Tom Carhart, early-on a member of the Vietnam 

veterans’ memorial and angry denouncer of the Maya Lin proposal.  Carhart had entered 

the competition, though he had no experience as a sculptor or in anything related to art or 

the design of memorials.  Wolfe describes Carhart’s clay model: “...an army officer in 

jungle fatigues lifting up a wounded enlisted man toward Heaven.”  He doesn’t mention 
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that Carhart located the two figures on a lily-pad in the shape and color of a purple heart.  

The call for “heroic figures” echoes through the criticisms of Lin.  Jan Scruggs records a 

phone call he had with H. Ross Perot, who had contributed generously to the fund.  Perot 

is reacting to the Lin design: 

 “It’s not heroic,” Perot said. 

“Yes it is.” 

“It’s something for New York intellectuals” 

“You don’t understand.” 

”It’s twenty-first century art.” 

 (To Heal a Nation, p. 68-9) 

Senator John Warner and Scruggs, who co-arranged the compromise that allowed the Lin 

monument to be built, call for “a strong, commanding figure symbolizing all who served 

in Vietnam.” 

 “Inspiring” recurs in the statements of the opponents of the Lin design.  Scruggs 

quotes a conversation with Admiral James J. Stockdale: “Build the Memorial rising and 

white...  Make it inspiring,” and Soldier of Fortune magazine: “A memorial should... 

inspire the living.” (To Heal a Nation, p. 84)   

James Webb, like Carhart an early supporter of the Fund who turned sour when 

he saw the Lin design, brings out three factors in the resistance: “Watching then the white 

phallus that is the Washington Monument piercing the air like a bayonet, you feel upifted.  

You are supposed to feel uplifted.  This was the intention of the designers.  That is the 

political message...” (Mcleod, p. 125). An excerpt from Dr. Strangelove could hardly be 

weirder than this take on the imagination that thought up the Washington Monument. The 
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Iwo Jima memorial by Felix de Weldon (with whom Frederick Hart had apprenticed), is 

regularly mentioned as possessing the qualities of a memorial that honors warriors, 

heroic, uplifting, phallic.   

 There is another expectation that lurks inconspicuously behind the positions 

taken: genius.  Tom Wolfe opposed the “orthodoxy” of modernism which reigned among 

the jury panel to “the anarchic instincts of that nineteenth –century figure, the genius” 

(“Art Disputes War,” B3).  In other words, genius has no role in any work of modernism; 

abstraction, barren of human content and value, is governed by the dictates of a ruling 

artistic elite, not by creative inspiration.  A faint and distorted echo of the genius cult 

resounds in the recurring objection to Maya Lin herself: she had not experienced the war; 

she took no interest in it, as she openly admitted; she had never talked with a Vietnam 

veteran.  The expectation seems to be that direct experience of the war, living it, 

breathing it, walking in the shoes of the grunt, is the ground out of which the monument 

must grow.  The only alternative is a sterile orthodoxy.  The criticism took on a sharp 

edge when critics also pointed to Lin’s gender and race.  She is a Chinese-American, one 

more remove from the life of the Vietnam veteran.  In fact given sufficient ignorance she 

could be lumped with the Vietnamese.  She received letters claiming that a “gook” had no 

business designing a memorial for this war.7  The living spirit of the Vietnam war could 

hardly rise from such a background; the muse of that war could have nothing to say to 

Maya Lin. 

 The desired heroic, inspiring and uplifting monument did not find its genius.  Not 

even the Vietnam vets and others who knew the war at first and second hand came up 
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with anything that satisfied those expectations.  Genius in Tom Wolfe’s sense seemed to 

have failed this project, not only because the orthodoxy of the elite ruled it out. 

          Frederick Hart had the perfect opportunity to inject some genius, to inspire and 

uplift, and while he was not a vet and he had participated in anti-war rallies—a fact little 

noted by his hawkish adherents at the time—he was white, Caucasian, male, and a 

realistic sculptor with an impressive track record.  For Tom Wolfe, Hart was in the same 

league as great artists of the Renaissance.  He placed him “in the Giotto tradition of 

glorious lifelike human forms.”8   

 He is referring to Hart’s sculpture for the facade of the National Cathedral in 

Washington, D.C., a series of panels devoted to the creation entitled Ex Nihilo.  Hart’s 

figures combine a wraith-like slimness and pallor with sensual beauty. [ILLUST.:  .]  The 

ensemble has tremendous dynamism: the newly formed humans are thrown around in the 

turbulent emergence of form from chaos.  The passage from unconsciousness to 

awareness registers in their closed or half-opened eyes, while their bodies are fully 

formed and sexually inviting.  But while the realism is startling, especially fused with the 

chaotic and ecstatic rays of creative energy swirling around them and charging their hair, 

the ensemble is charged with energy, but also seems derivative.  It is crowded with 

reminiscence and allusion.  One sees the ecstatic character of Romanesque sculpture.  

The influence of of William Blake’s drawings and of Rodin’s “The Gates of Hell,” is 

clear.  Hart’s sculpture can be regarded as an answer to Rodin’s. Also, while the skill of 

the sculptor is evident  (answering the gibe of Tom Stoppard that modern art is 

“imagination without skill,” quoted by Wolfe), still it is also clear why art critics paid so 

little attention to the work.9  The idealism of the bodies is clichéd.  Their smoothness and 
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sensuality seems inappropriate to their inchoate state.  The composition feels artificial. 

Idealized figures are forced in where they don’t fit, as when a movie hero emerges from a 

fierce fistfight unbruised with his hair unruffled and his clothes perfectly pressed.  Hart’s 

statues would compare well with Rodin’s kissers, whose bodies are slightly less muscular 

but also smoothe and ideally sensual, if the drama of the moment of creation were not so 

alien to the drama of the erotic.  The women’s faces resemble fashion models.  But most 

troublesome is that the faces, male and female, though formed to radiate beauty and 

grace, have a death-mask-like quality.  Their realism works against them in this regard.  

They remind me of Han Solo carbon-frozen in The Empire Strikes Back, not so much 

works of art as bronzed human beings. 

 Hart’s “Three Soldiers” sculpted for the Vietnam memorial, is also a triumph of 

realism [ILLUST. 2 ABOVE]  Much is written about the accuracy in detail of the 

clothing, the towel, the boots, the weapons.  But as a “memorial” to the Vietnam 

veterans, it is perplexing.  Hart clearly refused to idealize them.  He resisted any 

reference, any trace of influence through tradition—nothing phallic or uplifting.  No 

element of classicism is present, no allegory, no eagle for courage.  The moment captured 

is not a heroic one.  They seem tired and perhaps frightened, at least surprised.  Hart 

himself described the composition as “wholly unnerving and enigmatic...which I think is 

very appropriate for the Vietnam War.”10  Given that the gaze of the three soldiers is 

directed to the Maya Lin memorial, one can imagine that the somber message of its 

neighbor and rival monument is what astonishes them. This breech of the illusion of a 

combat mission is an interesting ambiguity: are the three soldiers seeing the enemy 

emerge from a Vietnam jungle, or are they seeing a memorial in Washington, D.C., to 
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their comrades?  Hart intended this ambiguity.11  Both the composition and his comments 

on it show to what an extent Hart aimed at an homage to Maya Lin.12  Rather than calling 

attention to his own monument, he called attention to hers. 

 The moment of action Hart chose to represent also shows his rejection of any 

traditional elements of “uplifting” representation.  Veterans memorials can inspire by the 

strength, commanding pose [ILLUST. 3: THE SEA BEES MONUMENT], the courage 

and fierceness of the soldiers represented [ILLUST. 4: GRANT / CIVIL WAR 

MONUMENT], by the drama of victory [ILLUST. 5: IWO JIMA MEMORIAL], but 

most commonly by drawing the protecting wings of a transcendent being around the dead 

soldiers.  The impressive memorial in Philadelphia’s 30th St. Station by Walker Hancock 

is centered on a bronze angel, about 20 feet high with huge wings, ascending to heaven 

carrying a dead soldier in its arms [ILLUST. 6]. The Vietnam monument by Deborah 

Fellows calls on the same conception. [ILLUST. 7].   The propagandistic claim that 

supernatural forces guide those who fight is always at hand to inspire; the suggestion of a 

welcoming afterlife, of direct transportation to heaven by doting angels serving a loving 

God is comforting and has a tradition that goes back at least to the Crusades.  God or 

gods or spirits present and supporting the just in the midst of battle is a motif with 

impressive realizations.  Delacroix’s “Liberty Leading the People”  [ILLUST. 9: 

DELACROIX, “LIBERTY LEADING THE PEOPLE”] shows the embodied ideal for 

which the men fight, greater-than-life-size, motherly and sustaining, calling the people 

into battle, followed by a ragged troop of determined  and courageous proletarian civilian 

soldiers.  It’s underlying appeal is the unstated claim, “Don’t worry, the great spirit of a 

great cause is with us.” It shows gods or spiritual forces embodied in or present among 



 10 

the living, enlarging their existence, giving them invulnerability or at least the hope of 

redemption.   

 Tom Carhart’s proposal for the Vietnam Memorial competition called on this 

idiom: the officer raises the fallen comrade on high, an ambiguous gesture: either a 

complaint or an offering to heaven.  A Vietnam movie as unsentimental as Oliver Stone’s 

“Platoon” makes the dying gesture of Sgt. Elias into a similar lament/appeal to heaven.  

The arms raised in the moment of death is unmistakable, the archetypal gesture of 

supplication points to the higher forces that either are or should be there.  The same logic 

governs heavenward pointing war monuments. 

 Hart’s “Three Soldiers” are insistently horizontal.  The only point of focus is 

supplied by the straight-ahead gaze of the soldiers.  Apart from the confusion in their 

eyes, there are only two expressive gestures that want interpretation: the soldier in the 

middle is either raising (is he about to point to whatever it is he sees?) or lowering his 

right hand (is he cautioning the others not to go on?), and the soldier to his right, the 

viewer’s left, puts his left hand on the shoulder of his buddy.  No one looks up, no one 

lifts or points up, no spirits descend.  The uncertainty of the soldiers is evocative.  I 

assume that it could easily evoke in a veteran soldier the question, who the hell’s in 

charge here? and he would understand the “enigma” and perplexity of a war in which the 

leadership seemed to be working against the soldiers.  In the world of “Three Soldiers” 

there is no authority, no transcendence.  They are just stranded in the here and now, a 

Faustian world before the pact with the devil: no magic, no mystery, no angels soaring 

overhead or devils bargaining for their souls.  Hart’s statue is about men who have given 

up on help from on high.  It is not there, no Liberty with bosom bared, no Democracy 
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bleeding and threatened but soldiering bravely on, no Christ, not even a commanding 

officer or US President.  The whole habitus of the three soldiers says, “Forget it; there’s 

no help.  We’re lost.”  The only help available is: each other.  That undoubtedly explains 

the gesture, soldier’s hand on buddy’s shoulder.  A cause to guide us?  Forget that too.  

We’re fighting for each other, if for nothing else.  McLeod noted the recurrence of this 

thought in some of the memorial proposals: “Of course, there were also a fair number of 

soldiers, a few heroic, but most of them either ‘buddy sculptures’—one GI helping 

another—or more surprising, a GI helping an Asian child.” (McLeod, p. 119). 

If there is such a type, “buddy sculpture,” then Hart’s belongs to it.  Guidance, help, 

direction, comes only from your “brothers.”  Hart undoubtedly learned this attitude from 

the Vietnam vets themselves.  He talked to many of them for long hours in modelling the 

statue, and what seems to have emerged apart from realistic details of dress is the ethic of 

camaraderie in war, the ethic which is left as the last justification of fighting when all the 

upper levels of ideal and ideology have been stripped away, that is, when the vision of a 

greater cause abandons them.  They are in this war to defend their friends.  I recently 

heard a US soldier in Iraq explain his motivation for fighting in just those terms: “I know 

why I’m here: to defend my friends.”13  Seen in this light it is Hart’s monument much 

more than Maya Lin’s that represents a protest against the Vietnam war, and it is framed 

in precisely the terms which make sense to the enlisted men who served in that war: they 

stuck us in the jungle and left us to kill Viet Cong with no prospects of victory but good 

prospects of getting killed ourselves.  “The politicians want us to fight this war with one 

hand tied behind our back,” says Sgt. Barnes in Platoon.  Jan Scruggs’s original 

inspiration to build a Vietnam Veterans Memorial came from the film Deer Hunter, 
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which dramatizes the devotion of three working-class enlisted men to each other in the 

war and has nothing at all to say about the cause for which they fought.   

 “Three Soldiers” has none of those elements that the rabid opponents of Maya 

Lin called for.  But the realism alone seems to have satisfied, at least pacified, them.  No 

one so far as I know has commented on or complained about the work as an anti-war 

veterans memorial,14 but it is.  It captures the perplexity of men who feel abandoned by 

the higher-ups, both real and supernatural.  The anxiously searching gaze forward looks 

for understanding outside of the war, Maya Lin’s memorial.     

 The judges of the Memorial competition decided on Maya Lin’s proposal 

praising its “strength, its deceptive simplicity, and its superbly harmonious relation with 

its site, its response to the existing monuments, and its rejection of clichés and 

conventional symbolism” (McLeod, p. 121).  Their choice was confirmed almost 

immediately after the dedication by the unqualified embracing of the memorial by 

throngs of visitors.  Tom Wolfe’s claim that it would baffle and bewilder the public 

because of its arcane modernism was shown up as completely false.  It is the most 

popular monument in Washington, D.C.   

 There are formal characteristics of Lin’s design that help account for the huge 

outpouring of emotion that it generates.  The surface of the monument is accessible; the 

testimony to death and loss spread out so that the visitor can pass along it like a long, 

unfolded granite scroll.  Visitors touch the names and make rubbings of them.   

 The names are entered in chronological order according to the day of death.  Lin 

insisted on this ordering as an essential part of her monumentin answer to the critics’ 

objections that it would make for confusion, that family members would fumble around 
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looking for names of their fallen sons and brothers. 15   This proved as wrong as most of 

the complaints of the critics.  In fact no one apart from Maya Lin seems to have 

anticipated the real emotional force of the chronological listing.  It creates a narrative of 

the entire Vietnam war, a narrative whose single and unrelenting theme is death.16  Marita 

Sturkey comments shrewdly on this aspect of the memorial:  “This listing of names 

creates an expanse of cultural memory, one that could be seen as alternately subverting, 

rescripting, and contributing to the history of the Vietnam War as it is currently being 

written.... The listing of names is steeped in the irony of the war—an irony afforded by 

retrospect, the irony of lives lost for no discernible reason” (“The Wall, The Screen and 

the Image,” p. 126).   

 So the narrative of national catastrophe works powerfully; so does that of 

individual destiny, radiating from each name engraved on the marble.  The listing gives 

each individual death its moment, its place in time, and the moment evokes the 

circumstances of death.  The monument calls on the imagination of the viewer to rethink 

and reexperience the war in the deaths of each individual soldier.  It also imposes the 

psychological task of envisioning and living through the grieving of the survivors.  

Again, Sturkey’s commentary: “The most commonly noted response of visitors at the 

memorial has been to think of the widening circle of pain emanating from each name—to 

imagine for each name the grieving parents, sisters, brothers, girlfriends, wives and 

children; to imagine, in effect, the multitude of people who were directly affected by the 

war” (p. 126).  Lin seems to have discovered the e=mc2 of grieving, the formula for 

transforming the matter of polished marble into the energy of mourning.  The grief and 

frustrations of perhaps the worst war in US history (up to that point), long pent-up, found 
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a focal point in the memorial, and it didn’t matter whether those frustrations were 

experienced directly by loss, or vicariously through movies, novels and news reports.  

The critics of the proposed memorial could not have anticipated the energy of mourning 

that would be released by the long walk past the names of the dead.   

 A more subtle but equally important feature of the monument is its reflecting 

surface.  The visitor looks at himself or herself as s/he looks at the names.  [ILLUST.:  ]  

S/he sees another world reflected in black in the surface of the monument.  It is a 

numinous experience;  it suggests a world hidden behind the real one, in which beings 

present but inaccessible move about and share the feelings of the living.  Lin intended 

and anticipated this reaction.  She wrote in Boundaries, “[I thought of the color black] as 

the idea of a dark mirror into a shadowed mirrored image of the space, a space we cannot 

enter and from which the names separate us, an interface between the world of the living 

and the world of the dead” (4:14).  Sturkin says that Lin “conceptualizes the dead as 

being in a space behind the wall” (p. 132).  The sense of seeing a realm of the dead in the 

depth of the black surface is perhaps intensified by the siting of the monument: it sits in 

the earth, hence the reflections of living forms on its surface, can be imagined as living in 

that realm behind the granite, i.e. the earth, where the dead ultimately reside.  The 

perspective is comparable, correcting for obvious incommensurables, with that of visitors 

to aquariums with a glass wall who look into the underwater realm from an angle never 

available in nature.  The aquarium wall creates—and the Lin memorial seems to create—

a window onto an otherwise invisible realm.  I think this is where the real profundity of 

Lin’s conception lies.  It allows a descent to the other world, a katabasis, an entry in the 

footsteps of characters in myth into the realm of the dead.  The dream of visiting the dead 
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and communing with them in their own realm, perhaps fetching a loved one up from that 

realm, is an archetypal pattern.  The casual visitor to the Vietnam veterans’ memorial is 

virtually experiencing what Gilgamesh, Orpheus, Odysseus, Aeneas and Dante, had 

experienced.  The memorial evokes communion with the dead so powerfully that popular 

responses regularly represent that act of touching and speaking with dead men.  

[ILLUST.9: “REFLECTIONS”]   

 The monument by Maya Lin lacks the elements of charismatic art—it does not 

rely on illusion, it does not aggrandize or magnify its subject (not hypermimetic), it does 

not create a world that the viewer desires or human qualities the observer imitates. But it 

has this feature in common with charismatic art: it stimulates participation, needless to 

say, participation without the charismatic element of imitation.  The touching, the making 

of rubbings, leaning against the wall and weeping, the evocation of the dead behind or 

just at the wall, the opportunity to communicate with them, [ILLUST. 10] indicate a 

powerful identification with or absorption into the world of the dead.  Visitors to the 

Vietnam memorial leave objects behind.17  Some show startling participation in the world 

of the dead, for instance, a note taped to a name: “I’m sorry we left you behind.  We had 

to get out of there.”  Many of the written notes are formulated, like this one, in the second 

person.  Whatever motivates any individual “offering” the leavings are like ex votos and 

the character of the monument as “religious shrine” is at work (Sturken, p. 133ff.).  So 

many offerings are left that they are now collected and kept in a government vault.  There 

could hardly be a clearer indication of the participatory character of the memorial. The 

Maya Lin memorial creates a world into which the viewer is drawn.  
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 And yet the participation is different from that immersion and absorption into 

the higher world of charismatic art.  Instead of living in a world of sublime emotions, this 

participation expunges guilt,  shame, it releases grief and mourning.  The Lin memorial 

does not offer transformation and “enlargement,” it offers catharsis.  That contrasting pair 

with which we’ve met several times in the course of this book brings us back to the main 

topic. 

While Lin’s monument has no charisma and does not operate in that mode, what 

it does have, very powerfully, is aura.  Charisma/Aura is another conceptual pair that is 

helpful to explain the relation between non-representational art and powerful expression.    

It also helps explain the power of non-representational art, perhaps even the antipathy to 

representational art, in cultures that refused charismatic representation and embraced 

abstract or hieroglyphic representation.  The standard criticism of western modernist art 

is that it claims meaning but has none; that it is a creation of charlatans with imagination 

but no skill (Tom Wolfe) using front-men willing to hype their art and allow cults to form 

around it with hope of high influence and profit.  Or Modern artists are hunger artists, 

who have lost or spurned any communication with an audience, who will die out of their 

own subjectivity and be replaced by something more vital, perhaps a return to traditions 

of representation.   

Now, while its opponents chose to criticize the Maya Lin memorial as 

“modernist,” one may well be in two minds whether it really is a work of modernist art.  

But to regard it as such, at least as a parallel to modernism, is useful to understand the 

value and impact of both.  It is an abstract, non-representational work, it refuses to 

represent and by and large refuses to allude.  And yet it has tremendous impact capacity 
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to move its viewers.  Tom Wolfe had no conception of a monument producing a strong 

emotional response without realistic representation.  The memorial was both 

abstract/modernist (Wolfe’s characterization) and had expressive force that no classical 

or traditional monument could have matched. 

The Lin monument had aura without charisma.  There is a lively debate about  

“aura” in aesthetic theory, which turns on the orphic utterances of Walter Benjamin on 

the subject.18  Benjamin’s much-quoted pronouncement that aura is defined as “the 

unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be”19 is more confusing than 

enlightening.  More useful for appreciating the impact of the Lin monument is another 

vatic claim in his Baudelaire essay that “to experience the aura of a thing means, to invest 

it with the ability to look back at you.”20  If this means, the ability to suggest life behind 

and within the work of art, life that can exchange gazes, hence establish communication, 

with the viewer, then it seems to me to describe well one of the qualities of the Maya Lin 

monument, the reflectivity of the surface, which creates a broad and deep second world 

on the other side of the marble whose citizens “look back at you.”   

Walter Benjamin placed his discussion of aura in the context of its loss in the 

move from classical western art to mechanically reproducible art, photography and the 

cinema.  Aura operates much more broadly, however.  It can be understood as the 

collection of stories gathered invisibly on the surface of an object, be it a thing, a person, 

a place, or a work of art.21  Some of my examples are the scar of Odysseus, medieval 

relics, and a variety of objects and events in Proust, his petites madeleines most 

memorably.  All of these have in common that the object has gathered up associations 

which cluster about it and add to the otherwise indifferent gathering place a store of 
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highly emotionally charged associations.  The emotional charge is activated by some 

sensory impression, and the stories clustered in and around the thing unfold in the 

memory.  Vision, hearing, tasting, feeling all can work as catalysts (petites madeleines, 

Vintueil’s sonata, an unevenness in paving stones for Proust), or simply by the projection 

of stories onto the person who embodies them. The cult of celebrity relics lives from the 

phenomenon of aura. The tee-shirt worn by Marlon Brando in A Streetcar Named Desire, 

sells for a fortune at auction. So do the shoes encrusted with shiny red sequins worn by 

Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz. The value is not in their materiality, but in their aura. 

They evoke the fictional world from in which they were once real objects. Separated 

from that world, they remain charged with aura. I’ll quote the definition of aura in my 

earlier essay, “Aura and Charisma”:   “That quality which the crystallization of things 

lost or hidden, the sudden apparition of the reassembled past, seems to confer on the 

evoking object, that which rises up in the mind of the beholder from the scar of Odysseus, 

the cookie dipped in tea, or the jawbone of an eloquent saint [my relics example], we can 

call “aura.”22  Aura generally is wholly subjective. No one but Marcel Proust would 

extrude years’ worth of memories of summer days spent in Combray from a certain kind 

of pastry dipped in a certain kind of tea. Their aura is their power to evoke individual 

associations. The same is true of Marlon Brando’s tee-shirt and the ruby slippers. 

 The Vietnam Veterans memorial is different.  The stories that cluster around it 

combine private with public memory.  Its auratic quality is magnified and multiplied, we 

might say 58,123 times.  It evokes the stories of the life and death of each name-bearer.  

The impact is powerful if your son or daughter died and you touch their name; it is hardly 

less powerful if you touch the name of any stranger.  Vision and touch combine to 
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activate thousands of stories that unfold in the embrace of the black granite and the frame 

of a few years in US history.  That effect I believe is largely responsible for the 

extravagant emotional reactions the memorial has aroused.  Beside individual destinies, 

or along with them, it evokes the Vietnam war, tells its stories, its agonies, its wasted 

lives, the political lying and manipulating that sustained American support for a while.  

The sombre presence of black marble partially sunk in the earth is charged with those 

events and with a protest against them, not as visible or empirically detectable elements 

in its material presence, but rather as a catalyst to the imagination of the observer, in 

whom the emotionally charged memories of an ill-conceived war are latent and available 

for resurrection.  The imagination is the organ through which the memory organizes and 

disburdens itself of memories both tragic and comic.  Art, monuments, charismatically 

charged persons and phenomena activate that process. 

 It remains to be seen whether the effect will outlast the public memory of the 

Vietnam war.  It seems unlikely.  Aura fades along with the memories and associations 

that sustain it.  Arthur Danto’s gloomy view will probably prove true: 

“Someday...visiting it will be like standing before a memorial from the Civil War, where 

the bearers of the names really have been forgotten and...the names themselves will have 

lost their meaning...  There will only be the idea of death to be moved by” (“The Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial,” p. 155).   

 Charisma might have rescued some of the impact and passed it on to future 

generations.  The criticisms of the Lin monument have to do mainly with its failure to 

provide charisma and a charismatic experience.  The vision of Tom Wolfe and others was 

cluttered with precedent and tradition: classicism, heroism, uplifting and inspiring 
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memorials.  What Hart produced was flat and kitschy.23  The expectation of grandeur 

clouds the understanding of its real character, purpose and effect.  It is a good illustration 

of the confusion caused by reading modernist works through traditionalist perspectives.  

Maya Lin’s monument has no charisma; it does not operate in that mode.   

 Frederick Hart’s statue does not have charisma either, and it does operate in that 

mode, hence fails as a work of art. Uplifting, inspiring, memorable, are fully 

understandable as obligatory genre qualities of war monuments. One of the mysteries of 

the genesis of these two works of art is why charisma was not available.  Strong voices 

called and it didn’t come.  Why not?  Isn’t the classical, the grandiose, the transformative 

available whenever it’s needed? The urge, the need and the desire were great, in this case, 

yet no grandiose illusions arose to meet the need.  Why not?   

 The easy answer is that you cannot glorify dubious wars and atrocities.  

Charismatic representation is not available to memorialize the holocaust, the persecution 

of Jews, homosexuals and gypsies during WWII.  How to commemorate atrocity in 

public monuments is an aesthetic problem specific to the twentieth century.  It has not 

solved it yet, at least if my opinion of the memorial to the martyred Jews in Berlin is 

shared.  Certainly not by grand representation and charisma.  The charismatic can only 

affirm and exalt.  Clearly the sense that a heroic monument would be false to the 

character of the war worked as a hedge on Hart’s conception.   

 Charismatic representation also seeks out the kairos, the defining, critical moment 

in which the grandeur and heroism of war crystallize.   The Iwo Jima memorial found 

that moment. It was not available to the commemorators of the Vietnam war.  As one 

critic said, the most memorable images from that war were a child burned by napalm and 
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a Vietnamese general executing a man with a pistol in the middle of a city street.  A 

classical style called up because it obeys the genius of the moment is powerful, 

potentially charismatic; one called up out of season and out of place is kitsch. 

 The time for heroic monuments in America was past.  Grand representational 

monument building, like classical easel-painting, were things of the past.  Abstraction 

and modernism were all that was available to an honest artist.  The traditions of the 

“masterpiece” in western art were exhausted.  In this light Maya Lin’s monument can 

join many works in other eras of world art produced under the unspoken, culturally 

determined category, refusal to represent.  The resistance of many tribal peoples to 

photography, either to be photographed or to look at photographs, reflects this sensibility.  

So does the reluctance of religions to “make graven images” or in fact any images.  

Muslim and Jewish traditions insist that the representation of god diminishes him.  

Refusal to represent meets iconophobia.  

 From this point of view the unheroic character of Hart’s statue and the rejection 

of any representational forms by Maya Lin represent the refusal to lie about their subject 

by aggrandizing it.  

 One final point: the work of Maya Lin is a work of genius.  But whose genius?  

Not only that of Maya Lin. Certainly her talent for design, her sensitivity to function and 

its realization in landscape was superior to that of many others in the competition.  But 

essentially her design conformed very closely to the guidelines set by the members of the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund.24  She produced what the occasion and the moment 

needed.  It is a case where genius lies outside the artist. The artist perceives what the 

moment requires, the demands of the kairos, and that act of perception is itself no doubt a 
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form of genius, but very far from that “originality” that Romanticism and Tom Wolfe 

wanted in artists.  The genius of the Vietnam memorial that the grief and anger of several 

generations crystallize in it.   

 

 

 

 

NOTES 

1  Cf. David Freedberg’s insistence on the gauging of response to a work of art as opposed to 

formal analysis: Power of Images. 

 

2 See Maria Sturken, “The Wall, The Screen and the Image: The Vietnam Veterans Memorial,” 

Representations 35 (1991), 118-142.  

 

3   Mary McLeod, “ The Battle for the Monument: The Vietnam Veterans Memorial,” in The 

Experimental Tradition: Essays on Competitions in Architecture, ed. Hélène Lipstadt, (New 

York: Architectural League of New York, 1989), p. 116. 

 

4 The article by Christopher Buckley, “The Wall,” Esquire vol. 104, nr. 3 (September 1985), 61-

73, conveys something of the nastiness and bitterness of the controversy.   The founder of the 

Vietnam veterans’ memorial Fund, Jan Scruggs, has written a standard history of the monument, 

in which certainly the heat, if not the ugliness, of the controversy is chronicled: Jan C. Scruggs 

and Lowell Swerdlow, To Heal a Nation: The Vietnam veterans’ memorial, (New York: Harper, 

1985). 
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5    In a particularly heated meeting of the Commission of Fine Arts, in which Tom Carhart and 

James Webb insisted on white as a color of purity and honor against black as a color of shame 

and mourning, the discussion ended when General George Price, a high-ranking black officer, 

pointed out that the skin of a large percentage of those whose names were to appear on the wall 

was, or at least was called by, that color. Quoted in Scruggs, To Heal a Nation, p. 100.” 

 

6  “Art Disputes War: The Battle of the Vietnam Memorial,” The Washington Post, Wednesday, 

October 13, 1982, B1, B3-4.  Here B3. 

 

7 Maya Lin speaking in the documentary Maya Lin: A Strong, Clear Vision (1994). 

 

8 Tom Wolfe, “A Commentary,” in Frederick Hart, Sculptor, (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 

1994), p. 13.  One might have hoped for some recognition of the success, indeed overwhelming 

popular adulation, of the Lin memorial in this commentary.  But no, it still states his hate of the 

design (“the tombstone-like, antiheroic look of the black wall chosen for the Vietnam veterans’ 

memorial), p. 13) and his undiminished urge to sink his teeth into the heart of modernism and 

chew until it dies (“the most ludicruous collapse of taste in the history of the American art 

world.” (13-14) 

9 Wolfe, “A Commentary,” p. 13: “In the art press in the weeks and months and years that 

followed [the dedication of the facade in 1982]—nothing, not even so much as a one-paragraph 

review... a hollow silence.” 

10 Quoted in Frederick Hart, Sculptor, p. 11. 

11 Hart stated this intention: “I see the wall as a kind of ocean, a sea of sacrifice that is 

overwhelming and nearly incomprehensible in its sweep of names.  I place these figures upon the 

shore of that sea, gazing upon it, standing vigil before it, reflecting the human face of it, the 

human heart” (Frederick Hart, Sculptor, p. 46). 
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12 Though he also criticised her.  See the interview in Hess (below). 

13 The thoughts of the soldier-hero in Jayne Anne Phillips’s Machine Dreams (1985): “These 

guys are the only country I know of, they’re what I’m defending.”  Quoted in Karal Ann Marling 

and Robert Silberman, “The Statue near the Wall: The Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the Art of 

Remembering,” American Art 1 (1987), p.l8. 

 

14 The attempts to make a traditional “uplifting” memorial out of Hart’s work is forced.  See *** 

the essay in ,Frederick Hart, Sculptor  . 

 

15 Maya Lin, Boundaries, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000), p. 4:13. 

 

16 To regard the chronological arrangement as a “time-line,” parallel to the time lines of other, 

later Maya Lin designs, is not wrong, but does not quite represent the emotional force of the 

Vietnam memorial.  Lin herself stresses the “emotionally compelling” quality of the death 

chronology (Boundaries, 4:13). 

 

17 See Saul Lopez, The Wall: Images and Offerings from the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, 

(Shippensburg, PA.: ***,  1987).  A particularly short-sighted reading of the objects left is that 

they supplement the memorial and attest its emptiness; If one wants human content, this criticism 

suggests, you have to bring it yourself.  See Marling & Silberman, p. 13: [the Lin design poses a 

problem of]  “content purposefully omitted – not style” and the memorial’s “very inadequacies 

are exposed with every pair of worn cowboy boots propped up against its sleek surface.”  

Frederick Hart agreed: “People say, you can bring what you want to Maya Lin’s memorial.  I call 

that brown bag aesthetics.  I mean, you better bring something, because there ain’t nothing being 

served.”  Interview in Hess, “Memorials of Misfortune,” p. 274. 
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18 See my essay, “Aura, Story and Memory.” 

 

19 “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah 

Arendt, (New York: Schocken, 1969), p. 222. 

 

20 Walter Benjamin, “Ueber einige Motive bei Baudelaire,” in W.B. Schriften, ed. T. and G. 

Adorno, (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1955), 1. 461. 

 

21 “Aura, Story and Memory” *** 

22 As also van Reijen argues: “Breathing the Aura,” p. 47: “Unconscious memory can be activated 

and overwhelm the narrator only by an unexpected physical experience.  Bumpy cobblestones or 

the taste of the madeleine trigger an experience that can safely be called ‘auratic.’”   

 

23  Danto, “The Vietnam Veterans Memorial,”The Nation, August 31, 1985, pp. 153-4: “It is 

intrinsically banal…  More realistic than the military figures that guard the honor rolls in Civil 

War memorials, they look too much like specimens for a military museum, at least when 

considered alone.  But they are greatly enhanced by their relationship to the great walls.” 

Elizabeth Hess, “Memorials of Misfortune,” in Unwinding the Vietnam War: From War into 

Peace, ed. Reese Williams, (Seattle: Real Comet Press, 1987), p. 268: “Hart’s model is a 

competent homage to an abstraction called ‘vets’—as traditional as a Hallmark card…  They look 

stunned—more bewildered than heroic.” 

 

24 See the analysis by Daniel Abramson, “Maya Lin and the 1960’s: Monuments, Time Lines, and 

Minimalism,” Critical Inquiry 22 (1996), 679-709. 


