HOW TO READ A MONUMENT: DESIGN, FORM,

AND INTENT
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UNIT: CONTESTED HERITAGE AND PUBLIC MEMORY
TARGET LEVEL: Higher Education (ages 18-22)
FORMAT: Online or in-person COMMEMORATIVE

CULTURES

MATERIALS: computer, internet connection
SKILLS PROMOTED: critical thinking, historical research, thinking
through writing, evaluating primary sources

This lesson guides students through thinking about how and why certain U.S. Civil
War monuments were designed, and how we can use primary sources such as
dedication booklets and catalogues to interpret their meaning. This lesson can be
paired with the How to Read a Monument: Literary Sources lesson plan on the
Commemorative Cultures website.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Students will learn about two specific Civil War monuments, one located in
the South and one in the North, by reviewing primary sources related to their
creation.

2. Students will think about monuments as art objects, considering how designs
for monuments were chosen and thinking about how artistic agency plays a role
in monument creation.

3. Students will gain knowledge in how to find, access, and assess primary
sources.

KEY WORDS

Design: In relation to art objects including monuments, design is the process,
practice, or art of devising, planning, or constructing a monument according to
aesthetic or functional criteria.

Form: In relation to monuments, form involves the shape or configuration that
the object/site takes. It may be useful to think of form in relation to content: the
form of a monument might include its shape, visual impact, size, materials
used, etc., while the content of a monument might include the ideal(s)

it conveys.

Intent: In relation to monuments, intent involves purpose. For what purpose
was the monument erected? What meaning (or meanings) is a monument
intended to convey?

TARGET AGE 18-22



HOW TO READ A MONUMENT: DESIGN, FORM, AND INTENT

RESOURCES

1. Ladies’ Memorial Association (Augusta, Georgia), Ceremonies in
Augusta, Georgia: laying the corner stone of the Confederate
monument, 1878.

2. Cambridge City Council, The Soldier’'s Monument in Cambridge, 1870.

3. Catalogue of the Monumental Bronze Co., White bronze monuments,
statuary, portrait medallions, busts, statues, and ornamental art work
(si.edu), 1882. In particular see pp. 14, 85, 122-127.

ACTIVITY

1. In advance of the lesson, ask students to read the two pamphlets on the Augusta
and Cambridge monuments as well as the catalogue of the Monumental Bronze
Company. You may wish to direct students to focus on particular elements of the
readings, such as how a design was chosen for each monument and what
founders intended the monuments to communicate.

2. Divide students into three groups: one will focus on design, one will focus on
form, and one will focus on intent. Ask each group to review the two pamphlets
looking for evidence of its concept (design, form, or intent). Compare their
findings on the two monuments: what's similar and what's different? Ask groups
to present to the class on what they've noticed.

3. As a class, discuss the following questions:

a. How does the knowledge of who the sponsors were shape our
interpretations of each monument?

b. How important is artistic agency in these designs?

c. What lends each monument its credibility: artist, location, dedication, funds?

d. With the Catalogue of the Monumental Bronze Co. in mind, how does mass
production potentially affect the impact of a monument?

FURTHER READING: If students wish to learn more about trends in Civil War
monument design, see Thomas Brown, “Monument Designs and Inscriptions,
"Public Art of Civil War Commemoration (Bedford, 2004), pp. 23-42.

ASSESSMENT

1. Use the Commemorative Cultures website to choose a monument that has not
already been discussed and write a short essay the monument’s design:
who/what organizations sponsored the design, and who is responsible for creating
the design? What does the monument’s design ultimately tell us about what its
creators intended its meaning to be? How might its meaning have changed
throughout history? Try to find primary sources like pamphlets or newspaper
reports to support your claims.

2. Use the Design a Monument lesson plan on the Commemorative Cultures
website to have students design and present their own Civil War monuments,
thinking through issues of design, form, and intent while doing so.



https://archive.org/details/soldiersmonument00camb/page/n11/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/ceremoniesinaugu00ladi/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/ceremoniesinaugu00ladi/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/ceremoniesinaugu00ladi/mode/2up
https://library.si.edu/digital-library/book/whitebronzemonu00monu
https://library.si.edu/digital-library/book/whitebronzemonu00monu
https://library.si.edu/digital-library/book/whitebronzemonu00monu
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