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Executive Summary

In the years after the Confederate States of America (often referred to as the ‘Confederacy’) lost
the American Civil War in 1865, several groups established memorials to Confederate leaders
across the South. Five Confederate statues were erected on Monument Avenue in Richmond, once
the capital of the Confederacy and the current state capital of the Commonwealth of Virginia.
Because these monuments were associated with slavery and White supremacy, disputes over
their salience and implications increased over time. Following a deadly shooting of nine
African-Americans in a church in Charleston, South Carolina, in June 2015, a White supremacist
rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017, the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis,
Minnesota, in May 2020, at the hands of police officers, and the emergence of the
#BlackLivesMatter movement, calls to remove the statues on Monument Avenue escalated. Four
monuments were taken down in 2020, the fifth in 2021. This case study explores how protests
and public activism can reframe the narrative of historical monuments in a more complex and
often conflictual light.
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Introduction

Monument Avenue in Richmond, Virginia, is a residential boulevard named for its numerous
structures honouring those who fought for the Confederacy during the American Civil War. The
road extends for about five miles, dividing the eastbound and westbound traffic in Richmond, once
the capital of the Confederacy.! The most historic section of the street extends for about fourteen

blocks from Stuart Circle.?

Constructed in the late nineteenth century,® the contestation over the avenue stems from its
memorialisation of the Confederacy, which supported slavery. Many believe that to maintain the
monuments would be to celebrate a racist legacy. Of the five statues of Confederate leaders that
were on the avenue, four were removed or partially deconstructed in the summer of 2020 amid
public protests following the killing of George Floyd.* The fifth statue, depicting Robert E. Lee,
was removed in September 2021. In December 2021, the 40-foot granite pedestal that once
supported the statue of Lee was also removed,” and in February 2022, the city began removing
the plinths of the monuments, a $1.5 million project.® By Spring 2022, all plinths had been

removed.’

In December 2021, Virginia Governor Ralph Northam and Richmond Mayor Levar Stoney
announced a collaboration with the Black History Museum and Cultural Center of Virginia
(BHMVA). The BHMVA will work with the Valentine Museum to decide the fate of the statues

once on Monument Avenue.®
Background

The Reconstruction Era and Lost Cause Narrative

In 1861, following a contentious election that made Abraham Lincoln President of the United
States, a collection of states in the South seceded from the union, forming the Confederate States

of America. By April 1861, a political crisis had transformed into outright war. °

! Livia Gershon, “Richmond’s Robert E. Lee Statue Is Headed for a Black History Museum,” Smithsonian Magazine, January 5, 2022.

% National Park Service, United States Department of the Interior, National Register of Historic Places Inventory - Nomination Form for
Monument Avenue Historical District, February 26, 1970.

3 Garry Shapiro, “The Meaning of our Confederate ‘Monuments’,” New York Times, May 15, 2017.

4 Livia Gershon, “Richmond’s Robert E. Lee Statue Is Headed for a Black History Museum,” Smithsonian Magazine, January 5, 2022.

® Gregory S. Schneider, “Virginia to dismantle pedestal where Robert E. Lee statue stood in Richmond,” Washington Post, December 5,
2021.

© Gregory S. Schneider, “The last stands: Richmond starts taking down Confederate statues’ pedestals, too,” Washington Post, February
1,2022.

’” Daniel Sangjib Min, “After the monuments in Richmond: What Richmond's historic Monument Avenue looks like now,” Richmond
Times-Dispatch, May 26, 2022.

8 Livia Gershon, “Richmond’s Robert E. Lee Statue Is Headed for a Black History Museum,” Smithsonian Magazine, January 5, 2022.

9 United States Senate, “Civil War Begins,” United States Senate.
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The Civil War sprung out of moral and economic conflict. The industrialised North relied on
commercialised manufacturing, a specialisation that proved advantageous in the War, allowing for
faster and larger arms production. By contrast, the agricultural South depended on a system of
slave labour. During the Civil War, the abolitionist North attacked both the ethical and economic

implications of slavery.™

The period following the War from 1865-1877 became known as the Reconstruction Era.'!
Though Black members of the population officially became citizens with the end of the Civil War
with the ratification of the 14th Amendment to the Constitution, racial tensions remained
unresolved. This building conflict resulted in the growth of the Ku Klux Klan, a white supremacist
group; the establishment of Jim Crow laws aimed at suppressing and segregating Black citizens;*?
and the birth of the Lost Cause narrative.

The Lost Cause sought to reframe the Civil War as a justified and noble effort made by the South
to declare their independence. It glorified General Robert E. Lee and General “Stonewall” Jackson
as military heroes rather than focusing on their role in upholding institutionalised slavery. Part of
the Lost Cause narrative involved creating monuments and memorials honouring these
Confederate ‘heroes, an undertaking supported primarily by the United Daughters of the
Confederacy.’® Data collected by the Southern Poverty Law Center* shows that the construction

of Confederate monuments peaked between the years 1900 and 1920.*

The Creation of Monument Avenue

The origins of Monument Avenue date to the search for a site for a memorial statue of General
Robert E. Lee.’® Lee (1807-1870), a Virginian, served as a general of the Confederate States
Army. He commanded the Army of Northern Virginia from 1862 until its surrender in 1865,
earning a reputation as a skilled tactician. After the Civil War, Robert E. Lee accepted the end of
slavery but opposed racial equality for Black Americans. Following his death in 1870, he became

a popular figurehead of ‘Lost Cause’ mythology."’

In 1886, Virginia Governor Fitzhugh Lee, a nephew of Robert E. Lee, planned to erect a monument

celebrating his uncle to oppose the 'Readjusters' movement. The Readjusters were an alliance of

19 Benjamin T. Arrington, “Industry and Economy during the Civil War,” National Park Service, August 23, 2017.

2 Abril Castro, Connor Maxwell and Danyelle Solomon, “Systematic Inequality and American Democracy,” Center for American
Progress, August 7, 2019.

12 Benjamin T. Arrington, “Industry and Economy during the Civil War,” National Park Service, August 23, 2017.

13 Karen L. Cox, “Chapter 4: The Monument Builders,” in Dixie’s Daughters: The United Daughters of the Confederacy, (Gainesville:
University of Florida Press, 2001): 49-72.

4 Southern Poverty Law Centre, “Whose Heritage? Public Symbols of the Confederacy,” February 1, 2019.

!5 Ryan Best, “Confederate Statues Were Never Really About Preserving History,” FiveThirtyEight, July 8, 2020.

16 Andrew Lawler, “The origin of Monument Avenue, America’s most controversial street,” National Geographic, July 27, 2020.

Y7 Elizabeth Brown Pryor, “Lee, Robert E. (1807-1870),” Encyclopedia Virginia, February 21, 2021.
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Black and White citizens who wanted to renegotiate Virginia’s debt, invest in the future, and
abolish laws designed to discourage Black citizens from voting. Conservative Democrats aimed to
eliminate the Readjusters movement by reigniting passions for the Lost Cause, establishing
Confederate monuments along the way.'®

City planners chose an area west of Richmond’s limits, and in May 1890, the dedication of the
bronze statue, standing sixty feet high on its stone plinth, coincided with a Confederate Veterans'
reunion that attracted more than one hundred thousand spectators.’® The sculpture is 21 feet tall
and weighs 12 tonnes. It sits atop a 40-foot granite plinth and depicts Robert E. Lee riding a horse
(Figure 1).%°

Figure 1: ‘Robert E. Lee Monument. Richmond Va' Image by Tom Saunders via Flickr CC
BY-MNC-SA4 2.0

Other Confederate statues followed Lee's. The easternmost monument was the twenty-two-foot
bronze equestrian statue of J.E.B. Stuart, erected in 1907 (Figure 2).?' J.E.B. Stuart, who lived from
1833 to 1864, was a United States Army officer from Virginia who became a Confederate States
Army general during the Civil War. He became well known for his reconnaissance skills and use of
cavalry,? though he was criticised by many in the South for his role in Gettysburg, a battle that the
South lost.

' Andrew Lawler, “The origin of Monument Avenue, America’s most controversial street,” National Geographic, July 27, 2020.

° |bid.

29 Sarah Rankin and Denise Lavoie, “Gen. Lee statue comes down in former Confederate capital,” ABC News, September 8, 2021.
2 Henry Graff, “Statue of Confederate Gen. J.E.B. Stuart removed in Richmond,” NBC12, July 7, 2020.

2 |bid.
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A memorial to Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederacy during the Civil War, was constructed
in 1904. It consisted of a tall central column surrounded by smaller Doric columns (Figure 3).2> A
bronze statue of Davis stood at the centre of the monument, and above him read the inscription
Jefferson Davis President of The Confederate States of America.” Edward Virginius Valentine
created this statue, and the United Daughters of the Confederacy funded the plagues adorning the
columns.* Throughout his lifetime, Valentine developed a reputation for creating Confederate
monuments and Lost Cause iconography; in addition to the Davis Monument, he also designed the

statue of Thomas Jefferson, a Confederate colonel, in front of the Jefferson Hotel in Virginia.”®

I

—- - P S

Figure 2: "IEE Stuart statue” Image by Sky Moir via Figure 3: “lefferson Davis monument” Image by
Woaordpress CC BY-MC-ND 2.0 WCL) Libraries via Picryl CCO

—

An equestrian statue of Stonewall Jackson, a Confederate general, was located three blocks west
of the Davis Monument (Figure 4).?® The United Daughters of the Confederacy and a group of
Confederate veterans created the Jackson Monumental Corporation in the early 1900s to raise
funds for the monument. Once enough financial resources had been accrued, Frederick William
Sievers, also known for creating Confederate monuments, designed the statue. The statue was
unveiled on October 11, 1919, as Robert E. Lee lll, son of Robert E. Lee, addressed a crowd of

thousands.?’

Finally, a statue of Confederate Naval Commander and meteorologist Mathew Fontaine Maury
depicted Maury sitting beneath a globe held up by humans, animals, and a boat as an ode to his

naval contributions (Figure 5). Various donors helped to fund the monument, and businessman

2 National Park Service, United States Department of the Interior, National Register Information System - Monument Avenue Historic
District (#70000883), November 2, 2013.

24 Monument Avenue Commission, “Monument Avenue Commission Report,” Office of the Mayor and City Council, City of Richmond,
VA. July 2018.

2 Will Gonzalez, “Recontextualizing The Lost Cause,” RVA Magazine, October 28, 2020.

%6 Smithsonian Institution Research Information System (SIRIS), “General Thomas J. (Stonewall) Jackson Equestrian (sculpture)
Accessed March 17, 2021.

%’ Clio, “Stonewall Jackson Monument,” Clio.com, accessed December 19, 2021.

,
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Gaston Liechtenstein initially campaigned for the creation of a monument honouring Maury’s
scientific contributions. Eventually, Elvira Worth Moffitt, daughter of a former governor of North
Carolina, and the Virginia General Assembly took over the campaign. Frederick William Sievers

designed the monument, unveiled on November 11, 1929.%

Figure 5: “Matthew Fontaine Maury monument”

Figure 4: "Stonewall Jackson monument” . ATy
Image by Library of Congress via Picryl CCO

Image by Billy Hathorn via Wikimedia
Commaons CC BY-5A 3.0
All figures memorialised, save for Maury, were slaveholders. Lee owned 200 slaves,® Stuart
owned at least two,*° Davis owned over 70,** and Jackson owned six.*> Though Maury did not
own slaves, he did advocate internationally on behalf of slavery, particularly in South America and
the Caribbean.*

The establishment of the Confederate memorials on Monument Avenue aligned with a period of
intense White supremacist politics. In Richmond, soon after the dedication of the Lee statue,
conservative Democrat representatives gerrymandered a predominantly Black area of Richmond,
making it nearly impossible for Black citizens to participate in politics. In addition, new laws — Jim

Crow legislation — enforcing racial segregation proliferated across the state of Virginia.*

‘Monument Avenue Historic District’ is listed on the National Register of Historic Places as a
National Historic Landmark district.*® The document notes the area’s fame, rich architectural styles,

% Clio, “Matthew Fontaine Maury Monument,” Clio.com, accessed December 19, 2021.

2 Arijeta Lajka, “Gen. Robert E. Lee owned slaves,” AP News, June 12, 2020.

% Debbie Truong, “J.E.B. Stuart: The Confederate commander behind one of the greatest ‘what ifs’ of the Civil War,” Washington Post,
July 7,2018.

31 Boston National Historical Park Massachusetts, “The Anti-Secessionist Jefferson Davis,” National Park Service, September 4, 2015.
32 Jessie Knadler, “New Research Sheds Light on Slaves Owned by Stonewall Jackson,” Radio IQ, May 15, 2018.

3 Chris Graham, “What did Matthew Fontaine Maury ever do to deserve his removal from Monument Avenue?”, American Civil War
Museum, July 3, 2020.

34 Andrew Lawler, “The origin of Monument Avenue, America’s most controversial street,” National Geographic, July 27, 2020.

3 National Park Service, United States Department of the Interior, National Register of Historic Places Inventory - Nomination Form for
Monument Avenue Historical District, February 26, 1970.
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and monuments that ‘honour heroes of the confederacy.?®As protests and statue removals
unfolded from 2020 to 2021, the history located in this public space has taken on a new meaning,
narrative, and complexity. The rest of this case examines the conversations and decisions related
to these statues and their removals.

History of the Contestation

Since their initial construction, the statues on Monument Avenue have been the source of
significant controversy. Opponents have long claimed that the memorials propagated harmful Lost
Cause ideology and White supremacist narratives.>” Over the past few decades, however, these
contestations increased, culminating in the statues’ removal.

Arthur Ashe Monument

The installation of the Arthur Ashe Monument
alongside the Confederate statues on Monument
Avenue represents an early attempt to disrupt the
visible representation of white power while
simultaneously celebrating Black history and
individuals. In the early 1990s, African-American
leaders sought to alter Monument Avenue by
incorporating new monuments of Black Civil Rights
activists and heroes.®® Almost immediately,
however, this proposal was met with backlash
from adherents to the Lost Cause mythology and
proud white supporters of the Confederate
monuments. Seeking to appeal across racial lines,
it was decided that a statue of Arthur Ashe,
Richmond native and the first African American
man to win the U.S. Open and Wimbledon, would

be constructed on Monument Avenue. Even then,

opinion was split among Black leaders and the

public, with some viewing the idea as a viable  Figure 6: "Arthur Ashe Statue -- Monument
Avenue Richmond (VA) October 20157 Image

action to undermine the Confederate imagery, A
by Ron Cogswell wia Flickr CC BY-NC 2.0

while others thought it disrespectful to Arthur

* Ibid., 4.
37 American Civil War Museum, “On Monument Avenue: Controversial from the Start,” August 17, 2017.

38 Kirk Savage, Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War, and Monument in Nineteenth-Century America (Princeton University
Press, 1997)
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Ashe himself to be remembered amidst symbols of racism and Black oppression.** Regardless,
the project went ahead, and the statue was unveiled in 1996. To some, the installation of the
Arthur Ashe’'s monument has done little to defy the glorification of Confederate memory, but
others see it as a small but important addition that undermines white supremacy and celebrates

African-American heroes.
2017 Charlottesville Protests

In August 2017, White supremacist groups rallied in Charlottesville, Virginia. The stated purpose
of the rallies was to protest the city’s planned removal of another Robert E. Lee statue located in
Market Street Park, Charlottesville, Virginia.*® Counter-protesters came to the rally, and it turned
violent.** James Field, Jr., a member of the White supremacist group, drove his car into a crowd of
counter-protesters, killing one person and injuring 35 more.** In 2019, he was sentenced to life in

prison by a federal judge.*

The widespread media coverage of the events in Charlottesville sparked conversations about
White supremacy and Confederate memorialisation across the country.** Some of these
conversations led to cities removing their Confederate monuments. In the state of New York,
Governor Andrew Cuomo removed the busts of Confederate General Robert E. Lee and Lieutenant
Stonewall Jackson from the City University of New York’s Hall of Fame for Great Americans.*® In
Missouri, the United Daughters of the Confederacy requested that a monument called ‘Loyal
Women of the Old South’ be moved to protect it from further vandalism. Commissioners in Florida
voted to move a Confederate memorial ‘based on concerns for the public safety of the citizens of

Manatee County.*®

The Charlottesville attacks also inspired conversations in Richmond, Virginia, about Monument
Avenue. In Richmond public forums, opinions varied widely over what to do with the monuments.
Some locals wished to keep the statues and viewed them in a positive light. Harrison Taylor, a
leader of a Virginia chapter of the Sons of the Confederacy, said that the statues 'honour the valour
and the sacrifice of the men' that served under Confederate leaders. (The Sons of the Confederacy

is an organisation of male descendants of Confederate soldiers.*’) Other locals wanted the statues

39 Guy Wilson, “Arthur Ashe Monument,” Society of Architectural Historians, 2020.

40 Meghan Keneally, “How Richmond is addressing the debate over confederate monuments 1 year after Charlottesville,” ABC News,
August 3, 2021.

4! Laurel Wamsley and Bobby Allyn, “Neo-Nazi Who Killed Charlottesville Protester Is Sentenced to Life in Prison,” National Public
Radio, June 28, 2019.

42 bid.

3 Ibid.

4 Jessica Suerth, “Here are the Confederate memorials that will be removed after Charlottesville,” CNN, August 22, 2017.

* Ibid.

“ Ibid.

47 Sons of the Confederacy, “Home,” Sons of the Confederacy, accessed December 19, 2021.
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to remain, provided that they are contextualised; examples of contextualisation include the
addition of explanatory plagues or counter-monuments. Finally, some residents called for the

statues’ complete removal.*®

Impact of George Floyd and #BlackLivesMatter

On May 25, 2020, police killed a 46-year-old Black
man named George Floyd in Minneapolis,
Minnesota.*® Video footage of Floyd's arrest and
murder circulated throughout social media, and the
following day, protests against police brutality and
racism began in Minneapolis. Protests spread
throughout the United States and internationally
throughout June 2020 under the banner of the 'Black

Lives Matter' movement.>®

In Richmond, Virginia, protests erupted in late May
2020. On Sunday, May 31, the Mayor, Levar Stoney,
announced the imposition of an 8:00 p.m. curfew in
response to two nights of violence, vandalism, fires,
and looting.”* The Confederate monuments along

Monument Avenue were frequent sites of protests,

both violent and peaceful. The statues, particularly

e 3 £ L E] -

the statue of Robert E. Lee, became covered by  Figure 7: “Aerial view of Robert E. Lee
NP statue surrounded by street art” Image by

graffiti (Figure 6). Protestors also brought flowers, VCU Capital News Service via Flickr CC

candles, signs and artwork focusing on the Black By-MNC 2.0

Lives Matter movement and victims of police

brutality, including Floyd (Figure 7).

Additional artistic responses include Richmond-based artists Dustin Klein and Alex Criqui's
'Reclaiming the Monument,' a series of light projections that transformed the Confederate Statues
into works of anti-racism at night, particularly the statue of Robert E. Lee.*

Decision-Making Processes

8 Meghan Keneally, “How Richmond is addressing the debate over confederate monuments 1 year after Charlottesville,” ABC News,
August 3, 2021.

4 BBC News, “George Floyd: What happened in the final moments of his life,” July 16, 2020.

* |bid.

51 Cat Modlin-Jackson, “Police sweep Richmond streets on third night of protests,” Virginia Mercury, June 1, 2020.

®2 Reclaiming the Monument, “About Us,” Accessed March 21, 2021.
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Before Charlottesville

Two months before the Charlottesville rallies, Richmond officials had begun to debate plans of
action for their Confederate monuments. Mayor Stoney established a Monument Avenue
Commission in June 2017 to gather feedback on the future of the city’s Confederate iconography.>
The Commission held a public forum on August 9, 2017, just days before the Charlottesville
rallies turned violent.>* Over 500 people attended the meeting, and the organisers struggled to

maintain a civil discussion.®®

After the Charlottesville Rallies

As the events in Charlottesville reignited the e ey sy St e

. . iy . e S T
conversation surrounding Confederate | e SRS eEt S NEETE S
monuments across the country, discussions in s "'T"‘ .‘,,!'3:13 :
Richmond about Monument Avenue continued. Y ~ BAARRISC

Following the events in Charlottesville, the _ | Ao K5e
Monument Avenue Commission continued to | -
hold public forums, but in smaller, more
contained settings.®® The Commission published

a report in July 2018, which suggested adding :
signage near the statues 'that reflect the Figure B: “Raobert E. Lee plinth with flowers and signs” Image by

. . . . .. . i threw a guitar at him via Wordpress CC BY 2.0
historical, biographical, artistic, and changing

**” The Commission

meaning over time for each.
also supported the removal of the statue of Jefferson Davis due to the fact that he was not a

Virginian and that the Davis Memorial promotes the Lost Cause (Figure 8).°
During and After the George Floyd Protests

Decades-long demands from activists and more recent Black Lives Matter protests drove forward
public discussion over the removal of Confederate monuments. Grassroots organisations like
Monumental Justice were central to discussions regarding the recognition of what monuments can

symbolise and how they might be appropriately reimagined.”® On June 2, 2020, two years after

%3 Monument Avenue Commission, “Monument Avenue Commission Report,” Office of the Mayor and City Council, City of Richmond,
VA. July 2018.

** Saraya Wintersmith, “First Monument Avenue Commission public hearing tense, raucous,” Richmond Free Press, August 18, 2017.
5 Mark Robinson, “Stoney’s Monument Avenue Commission schedules five meetings,” Richmond Times-Dispatch, February 20, 2018.
* |bid.

5 Monument Avenue Commission, “Monument Avenue Commission Report,” Office of the Mayor and City Council, City of Richmond,
VA. July 2018.

8 Meghan Keneally, “How Richmond is addressing the debate over confederate monuments 1 year after Charlottesville,” ABC News,
August 3, 2021.

59 CBS 19 News. “Monumental Justice Rally held at state capitol,” 2019.
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Charlottesville, Mayor Stoney announced plans to remove four of
the five Confederate monuments along the Avenue (excluding
Robert E. Lee), stating that he would introduce an ordinance to do
so on July 1, 2020. Mayor Stoney clarified that the
recommendations of the Monument Avenue Commission in 2018
were initially appropriate, but that 'times have changed, and
removing these statues will allow the healing process to begin

for so many Black Richmonders and Virginians.'®

The first Confederate monument to come down was the statue of
Jefferson Davis, and it was not removed by city workers but

AL W 1
Figure 9: "lefferson Davis
July 2, 2020, the other three Confederate monuments on city land standing as statue” Image by
Tomblanton 1957 via
Wordpress CC BY 2.0

rather torn down by protesters on June 10, 2020 (Figure 9).°* By

were removed by the city.®?

The Mayor’s decision to remove the four Confederate statues

drew criticism from the Virginia Division of the Sons of Confederate Veterans and Republican state
Senator Amanda Chase.®® However, the Monument Avenue Preservation Society supported the
removal of the monuments, saying that 'For too long, we have overlooked the inherent racism of
these monuments, and for too long we have allowed the grandeur of the architecture to blind us

to the insult of glorifying men for their roles in fighting to perpetuate the inhumanity of slavery.'®*
Legal Contestation over the Robert E. Lee Statue

Perhaps the most debated removal on Monument Avenue has been that of the 60-foot-tall Robert
E. Lee statue. In response to the George Floyd protests in Richmond, on June 4, 2020, Northam
announced that he had been planning the removal of the Robert E. Lee statue for over one year,
directing that the statue be removed from its pedestal and put into storage before being
relocated.®® Mayor Levar Stoney of Richmond expressed his consensus with this decision and
worked in parallel to Northam at the local level.?® However, the removal of the Lee statue posed a

particular challenge on the basis of complex legal issues and property rights.®’

Until April 2020, Virginia state law prohibited the removal of war memorials. However, in July

%0 Mark Robinson, “UPDATED: Northam to take down Lee monument; Stoney wants other Confederate statues removed from
Monument Avenue,” Richmond Times-Dispatch, June 3, 2020.

51 NB12, “Jefferson Davis monument torn down by protesters in Richmond,” NBC12, June 11, 2020.

2 Andrew Lawler, “The origin of Monument Avenue, America’s most controversial street,” National Geographic, July 27, 2020.

83 Associated Press, “Virginia Governor to Announce Removal of Lee Statue,” US News, June 3, 2020.

% Andrew Lawler, “The origin of Monument Avenue, America’s most controversial street,” National Geographic, July 27, 2020.

5 Associated Press, “Virginia Governor to Announce Removal of Lee Statue,” US News, June 3, 2020.

86 Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs. “Virginia Governor Plans to Order Robert E. Lee Statue Removed,” New York Times, June 3, 2020.
57 Sarah Rankin and Denise Lavoie, “Gen. Lee statue comes down in former Confederate capital,” ABC News, September 8, 2021.
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2020, Senate Bill 183 and House Bill 1537 went into effect, permitting local governments to
remove monuments or memorials for war veterans on public property. The public property caveat
would prove challenging to Northam and Stoney's efforts to remove the statues. On June 9, 2020,
all nine Richmond council members voted to remove the Confederate statues on Monument
Avenue, including the Lee statue.®® However, no further action could be taken after an heir to the
family that donated the Lee statue to the state in 1890, William C. Gregory, filed a lawsuit.®® The
main legal contestation over removing the Lee statue was that it rested on state property,
whereas the four other monuments rested on Richmond City Property. William C. Gregory and a
small group of Richmond residents claimed that the terms of the donation clearly stated that the
statue would reside on state grounds and that the Commonwealth would “faithfully guard it and
affectionately protect it”.”° On June 8, 2020, a judge in Richmond Circuit Court issued a temporary
injunction preventing the monument’s removal. The suits eventually failed when a Circuit Court
Judge ruled that Governor Northam could remove the statue On October 27, 2021, and the

plaintiffs subsequently appealed to the state’s Supreme Court.”*

The Virginia Supreme Court justices found that the ‘requirements built into the 1890 deed giving
the site to the state, as well as language adopted by the General Assembly in 1889 authorising
the accepting of the property, no longer bind the state to preserve and protect the monument.”?
As a result, on September 2, 2021, the justices voted unanimously in both cases to affirm
Governor Northam's power to remove the statue.”? In response to the ruling, Governor Northam

stated:

Today’s ruling is a tremendous win for the people of Virginia... Our public memorials are symbols
of who we are and what we value. When we honour leaders who fought to preserve a system
that enslaved human beings, we are honouring a lost cause that has burdened Virginia for too

74
many years.

Shortly after this ruling, the 12-tonne statue was lifted from its plinth on September 8, 2021. The
streets around the statue were blocked off during the removal, and there was a heavy police
presence. However, there was also cheering and chanting of ‘Whose streets? Our streets’ and
singing of ‘Hey, hey, hey, goodbye’ from an onlooking crowd.”® After being lowered, the statue was

sawed into two pieces and hauled off to storage.”®

68 Scott Bomboy. “Explaining the fight over Virginia's Robert E. Lee statues,” National Constitution Center, June 30, 2020.

% Gregory Schneider, “Virginia Supreme Court clears way for Lee statue in Richmond to come down,” Washington Post, September 2,
2021.

79 Scott Neuman, “Virginia Judge Blocks Plan to Remove Statue of Robert E. Lee,” National Public Radio, June 9, 2020.

"L bid.

72 |bid.

3 Ibid.

" Ibid.

75 Sarah Rankin and Denise Lavoie, “Gen. Lee statue comes down in former Confederate capital,” ABC News, September 8, 2021.

78 Ibid.
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Figure 10: “lefferson Davis monument after statue removal” Image by Mk17b via
Wikimedia Commeans CC BY-54 4.0

In December 2021, the pedestal housing the statue of Lee was removed. While some welcomed
the removal of the plinth and viewed it as ‘the last remnants of Lee’ disappearing, others mourned
the dismantling of the pedestal, once bathed in graffiti (Figure 10).”” The decorated plinth had
become a symbol of the protests that had unfolded:

[The] 40-foot stone pedestal was transformed by graffiti into an icon of protest and resistance,
recognized around the world... [Those] who lived through the extraordinary events of 2020 say
something precious is being lost. In this city of monuments, a new one had been created, hailed
by the New York Times Magazine as the most influential protest art of the post-World War |l
era.’®

Other Developments

In February 2022, city officials announced that the remainder of the pedestals were to be
removed. According to a decision made by the Richmond City Council, the statues will be given to
the Black History Museum and Cultural Center of Virginia (BHMVA).”®

Summary and Conclusions

7 Gregory Schneider, “Protesters transformed Richmond’s Robert E. Lee memorial. Now they mourn the loss of their most powerful
icon of resistance,” Washington Post, December 11, 2021.

78 Ibid.

79 Caroline Coleburn, “Richmond’s remaining Confederate monument pedestals to be removed this week,” WTVR CBS 6, February 1,
2022.
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Figure 11: "Close up of child running up graffitied Robert E. Lee plinth” Image by i threw a
guitar at him via Wordpress CC BY 2.0

Monument Avenue has long been the subject of dispute, but contestation has been more
prevalent in recent years, spurred by international anti-racism protests targeting Confederate
statues and their questionable legacy. Claims about the statues ranged from their perpetuation of
White supremacist ideals to their symbolization of Confederate soldiers’ honour. As debates
representing varied perspectives on the presence of Confederate memorialisation in public spaces
unfolded, four of the five Confederate leader statues were removed in 2020, and the fifth
sculpture of Robert E. Lee was taken down in 2021 after being delayed by legal challenges to its
removal. Lessons can be learned from the Richmond City Council’'s quick response to the changing

public opinion of the times.

Research contributed by Emerson Monks, Aerin Blood, Alexandra Crew and Lily
Harkes

Last updated January 2024
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About Contested Histories

Many contestations have been over memorials, street names, and other physical representations of
historical legacies in public spaces in recent years. These contestations often reflect deeper societal
tensions, whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter-ethnic strife, or a growing
awareness of unaddressed historical injustices.

Contested Histories is a multi-year initiative designed to identify principles, processes, and best practices for
addressing these contestations at the community or municipal level and in the classroom. Conflicts about
history, heritage, and memory are a global phenomenon. Although each case is different, comparative cases
can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices.

About IHJR at EuroClio

The Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR) is a research centre at the European Association
for History Educators (EuroClio) in The Hague, The Netherlands. The IHJR works with educational and
public policy institutions to organise and sponsor historical discourse in pursuit of acknowledgement and

the resolution of historical disputes in divided communities and societies.

Contact information

Marie-Louise Jansen EuroClio - European Association of
Program Director History Educators

Bankaplein 2, 2585 EV

The Hague, The Netherlands

+31 703817836

contestedhistories@euroclio.eu

Institute for Historical Justice &
Reconciliation

contestedhistories.org
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