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Abstract
The Korean War Veterans Memorial (KWVM) in Battery Park, New York was created by
Welsh-born American artist Mac Adams, and dedicated in 1991, commissioned by the
Korean War Veterans Memorial Commission (1987-1991). Since the mid-1980s, triggered
by the realization of Vietnam War Veterans Memorials, there arose a collective awareness
that the Korean War veterans had been unrecognized, which led to several parallel
commission processes in different cities for erecting KWVMs. While Adams’ memorial was
the first KWVM in New York, and a unique memorial that came out of a “successful”
commission process, there has been little written about it, ironically mirroring the
forgotten state of the Korean War and its veterans in the United States. As an eclectic
hybrid of various paradigms of memorials, Adams’ KWVM blended traditional forms and
materials of memorial monument with a new approach by cutting out its center to
incorporate the surrounding environment. The cutout figure of the “universal soldier” in
the black granite stele symbolizes “void,” evoking the sense of loss, and by extension,
reflects the “invisibility” of the Korean War veterans in the United States. This article is
the first scholarly study on the KWVM in Battery Park and analyzes the memorial in its
interaction with the site, while connecting it with the associated problematic position of
the Korean War as a “forgotten war,” followed by a detailed discussion of its “successful”
commission process, and its unique position in both public art discourse and the artistic
oeuvre of Adams.
뉴욕 배터리 공원의 한국전쟁 참전용사 기념비(KWVM)는 한국전쟁 참전용사 기념위원회
(1987-1991)의 의뢰로 1991년 웰시 출신의 미국 작가 맥 아담스에 의해 제작되었다. 베트
남전 참전용사 기념비 건립을 계기로 한국 전쟁 참전용사가 상대적으로 인정받지 못하고
있다는 집단 인식이 형성되면서 1980년대 중반부터 도시마다 KWVM의 건립을 위한 의
뢰가 동시다발적으로 진행되었다. 그 중 아담스의 기념비는 뉴욕에 세워진 첫 KWVM이
자 성공적인 사례로 평가받고 있다. 그러나 아이러니하게도 잊혀진 한국전쟁과 주한미군
참전용사들의 상황을 반영하듯 이 기념비에 대한 연구는 많지 않다. 아담스의 KWVM는
다양한 기념비 패러다임의 절충적 혼합체로, 기념비의 전통적 형태와 재료를 고수하면서
주변 환경과의 어우러짐을 위해 중앙 부분을 잘라내는 새로운 시도를 하였다. 일반 병사
(universal soldier) 형상으로 잘려 나간 검은 화강암 비석의 중앙부는 공허함(void)을 상징
하며 이는 상실감을 불러일으키면서도 미국 내 한국전쟁 참전 용사들의 불가시성(invisibility)
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을 반영한다. 이 논문은 뉴욕 배터리 공원 내 KWVM에 대한 최초의 학술연구로, 기념비
와 장소 간의 상호작용을 분석하는 한편, 한국전쟁을 “잊혀진 전쟁”으로 평가하는 문제적
입장과 기념비 제작의 “성공적인” 의뢰 과정, 공공 예술 담론과 작가 아담스의 작품 세계
내 본 기념비의 독특한 위치에 대해 상세히 논한다.
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Only the dead have seen the end of war.1
George Santayana
Overlooking the Statue of Liberty, nestled between trees in Battery
Park, New York City, stands the Korean War Veterans Memorial (KWVM),
a 20 feet tall polished black granite trapezoidal stele with a cutout figure of a soldier in the middle.2 Situated in the northwest of the landmark Castle Clinton in Battery Park, the memorial was intentionally positioned in line of sight of the Statue of Liberty, closer to the Hudson
River, so that through the memorial’s cutout figure of a soldier, viewers can see the allegorical figure of Liberty and Ellis Island--the reminders of “the hope for freedom and prosperity that the United States
offered to the poor, tired, hungry, and downtrodden of the world.”3
Dedicated on June 25, 1991, the 41st anniversary of the outbreak of
the conflict, the KWVM was conceived and created by Wales-born
American artist Mac Adams, with the commission by the New York
Korean War Veterans Memorial Commission (1987--1991). More than
four decades had passed since the ceasefire in the Korean peninsula.4
The Korean War (1950--1953), in the American media, has been
referred to as a “forgotten war.”5 What appears to be a temporary lapse
of collective memory may be attributed to the fact that the Korean conflict was paradoxically an undeclared war. American President Harry
Truman, in June 1950, failing to pursue proper Congressional authorization,
chose instead to work under the auspices of the United Nations and
framed America’s intervention in the conflict as a “police action.”6
President Truman further downplayed the conflict to the American public by relying on private sectors of the economy instead of the mass
mobilization of American people on the scale seen during World War
II while collaborating with the UN forces to provide the logistics of
the war. The Korean War was the first war the United States waged
without massive disruptions to daily life of Americans. These conditions,
which served to underplay America’s interventionist foreign policy, only
added to the sense of alienation many Korean War veterans felt when
they returned home.7 When Korean War veterans came back from the
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war, not only was there no ticker-tape parade to welcome them, but
few people also even knew where they had been.8 Emphasizing the
limited public attention given to the Korean War, Irwin Schwartz, the
executive director of the Commission and a veteran himself encapsulated
the attitude back home during the war: when he returned from Korea,
people asked him, “Where have you been [sic] the last few months?”
Schwartz added, “The country was apathetic about the Korean War…
Most people didn’t really pay much attention to the war.”9 The post-war
obscurity is also well reflected in veteran Joe Rockery’s complaint:
“New York City isn’t the only one to have forgotten Korean War veterans.
Newspaper columnists and TV commentators do it all the time. They
go from WWII to Vietnam, as if nothing happened in between.”10 The
problem of being forgotten has persisted into the present day and has
become characteristic of Americans’ regard toward the Korean War.11
Although it was the first major U.S. military intervention bolstered
by United Nation forces fought against Communist opponents, the inconclusive stalemate that ended the conflict in 1953, shattered the US
confidence in their Cold War ideology.12 The inconclusive nature of the
war also exacerbated the indifference of the American public’s view on
the Korean War and its veterans. Juxtaposed between WWII and the
Vietnam War, the Korean conflict did not garner the sympathy similar
to that of WWII nor did it raise the extreme controversy such as that
over the Vietnam War.13 If the lingering legacy of WWII in the United
States and Europe was the recognition of the Holocaust and the legacy
of the Vietnam War was its unresolved divisiveness, that of the Korean
War was its temporary forgetfulness. How does one commemorate a
forgotten war? How does one consecrate the fallen soldiers in that war?
Answering to these questions became the objective of the memorial designed by Adams.
While it was the first KWVM ever erected in New York and the
last memorial permitted into Battery Park, Adams’ KWVM has suffered
critical obscurity.14 There has been little written on the memorial: the
very limited sources linger on a brief descriptive or tourist-informative
level.15 More importantly, there is absolutely nothing written about its
commission process, which was deemed “successful” by all parties involved in the memorial construction process. Although the obscurity of
Adams’ memorial may reflect the lapse of the collective memory in the
United States of the Korean War and its veterans, the KVWM in
Battery Park takes an important position in the history of the war
memorials. It is an eclectic memorial completed with the artistry of negotiation and reconciliations that satisfied the artists, the Committee that
consisted of the veterans, governmental officials, art critics, curators,
community spokespeople, and the artist Adams himself. It was received
as a war memorial that balanced the conflicting requests of various interest groups while capturing the purpose of creating the memorial. As
one of the earliest KWVM erected in the United States, Adams’ memo-
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rial had a specific objective and social function to play, as set out by
the Commission, that was to “recognize and remember” the sacrifice of
the soldiers in the forgotten war.16 The urgency of alleviating the
“forgotten” situation was both the impetus and the main goal of the
creation of the Commission with the mission of erecting a memorial.
In November 1986, then-Mayor of New York City, Edward I. Koch,
appointed a task force with the intention of “giving the Korean War
Veterans the recognition they deserve by erecting a memorial.”17 The
specific timing was motivated by the New York Vietnam War Memorial
dedication a year earlier, which Koch, a WWII veteran himself, had initiated and with which he was deeply involved.18 Inspired by the emotional outpouring and response to the Vietnam memorial, Koch was
convinced that it was “the turn of the Korean Veterans,” as those veterans had been long forgotten and unrecognized even though “the war
was much earlier and as brutal, if not more, than the Vietnam War.”19
Out of this task force, the Commission was officially formed by the
summer of 1987 by invitation of the mayor.20 Battery Park was chosen
early on as the site for the memorial, with a couple of specific spots
next to Castle Clinton and with the view of Statue of Liberty for its
symbolic orientation.21 Castle Clinton built from 1808 to 1811, was the
first American immigration station, predating Ellis Island, where more
than 8 million people arrived in the United States from 1855 to 1890.
The location of KWVM near Castle Clinton with the view of the sea
and the Statue Liberty was symbolic of freedom, liberty, equality, and
the inclusiveness of the United States to immigrants.
The memorial was chosen through an invited art competition. The
thematic guideline for the memorial set out by the Commission was to
acknowledge “the cooperative international effort of the 20 nations under the United Nations’ Command” and to address the “individual sacrifice and collective valor of…soldiers.”22 The Commission did not intend
to glorify the war, but rather to highlight the inclusiveness, bravery,
sacrifices, and recognition of all those involved in the conflict. The two
main underlying themes running through the commission process were
the desire for recognition, and an acknowledgment of the nature of the
war as inclusive. Out of more than 100 entries, a design by Mac
Adams was finally selected by the Commission.23 It is noteworthy to
point out how well informed the patrons of the memorial that included
non-art related municipal and general audiences were about a wide variety of public art forms. Among the possible categories in the competition such as abstract, environmental, figurative, and narrative, Adams’
design was categorized as “narrative,” by the selection panel composed
of art professionals, and was well received by both the panel and by
the Commission as a whole.24 The Commission and subsequent audiences, including Korean War veterans, liked the design and praised the
memorial as “great art.”25 Such is the contribution of public art development of the past three decades that informed the public with the var-

12

ious alternative forms of public art.26 Nevertheless, a memorial occupies
a unique position in public art discourse. Its intended social function as
a symbolic reminder of the subject in commemoration takes precedence
over its status as art.27 Memorials sometimes become a form of art, but
being a work of art is secondary, both in the moment of creation and
in its reception. Therefore, public art discourse which considers the context of art and the public, as the two main factors are not always fully
applicable for a memorial. Since the public sculpture revival of the late
1960s, more diverse forms of memorials have been conceived and
erected, yet the practice of making something commemorative—whether
tangible or not—has not changed.28 Since the social function of commemoration is its ontological condition, a memorial is subject to this
limit of thematic framework more than other types of public art.

Figure 1. Korea War Veterans Memorial in Battery Park (1991) Front view. Photo by author.

Adams’ memorial consists of three parts: a stone stele monument,
standing in the center of a round plaza of grey stone paving blocks,
with two bollard plaques flanking the entrance to the plaza. (Fig. 1)
The main monument of 20 feet of rising black polished granite features
three tiers; the top part is a 15 feet trapezoidal stele tapering to the
top with a cutout of a generic Korean War solider in the center, lined
with polished stainless steel; the second tier is embedded with the two
flags of South Korea and the United States, made of colorful stone mosaics, flanking the UN Emblem with the inscription, “THE KOREAN
WAR 1950-1953” on the front side, and on the back side is the inscription “THE UNIVERSAL SOLDIER” and the artist’s name and dedication
date, “Mac Adams 1991.” The bottom tier houses the much smaller flags
of twenty other nations who participated in the war as members of the
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UN force. (Fig. 2, 3) The round plaza is made of 22 gray paving
blocks in an arc shape, inscribed with the names of countries and the
numbers of their dead, wounded, and missing in action, corresponding
to the mosaic flags on the monument. (Fig. 4) The left of the two bollard plaques shows the Commission members and patrons involved, and
the right shows the donors.

Figure 2. Back view. Photo by author.

Figure 3. Side view. Photo by author.

Figure 4. close-up of a plaza bloc. Photo by author.
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Figure 5. Left plaque. Photo by author.

Adams’ memorial is laden with rich symbols, associated with aspects of the Korean War. The Korean War was a war in which 22
countries were involved, not for their own benefit, but under the broader cause of advocating democracy and freedom in the beginning of the
Cold War period. These countries, including the leading United States
and the host, South Korea, were united under the UN, fighting against
countries of Communist regimes such as North Korea, China, and
Soviet Union (by proxy if not directly). This feature of the war, as the
UN’s first internationally united action, is symbolically referenced in
Adams’ memorial through the insertion of mosaic flags of the countries
with the UN emblem on the central monument, as well as the name of
each UN participant country with its casualty numbers engraved on the
paving blocks in the plaza. Visualizing the inclusiveness of the war in
terms of national, racial, or military participation is an important aspect
of the memorial.
In Adams’ original design, the mosaic flags of all 22 nations were
the same size; however, he was asked to enlarge the flags of the
United States and South Korea, presumably because the Commission also wanted to emphasize “the American involvement,” and “the heroism
of the Korean people and the tragedy they endured.”29 Therefore, Adams
enlarged the American and South Korean flags on the monument, but
displayed in equal size the names of all nations with the corresponding
plaza inscription of each nation’s number of wounded, dead, and missing.
In addition to the explicit visual references, the subtle but noticeable eclectic mixture of the various execution and color saturation of
the stones—an extremely streamlined polished black granite with intense
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surface reflectivity, juxtaposed with the colorful, matte, irregularly cut
mosaics—conceptualizes the Korean War as a melting pot of different
national and racial entities. The visual effects of the combination of different materials, textures, and colors reflect the meaning of the Korean
War as a force of various nations, gathered under the UN, to fight for
democracy in Korea.
The cutout contour of the figure of the Korean War soldier was
delineated with nuance by Adams as race, gender, and age non-specific,
reflecting only the generic type of soldier of the time period: as such,
the name of the memorial is “The Universal Soldier.”30 Any soldier who
fought in a war, even including the communist soldiers, could be implied as a sacrifice to the conflict of ideologies and political situation
of the time.
There are no specific names of veterans on the memorial, as are
found on the KWVM in Washington, D.C., and the New York Vietnam
War memorials. Having specific names inscribed in the memorial plays
to a different visual and symbolic rhetoric of recognition, showing gratitude to each veteran. By not having specific names on the memorial,
Adams implied the universality of the war in a more symbolic fashion.31
Adams ingeniously depicted the universal soldier, not as was traditionally done in solid metal or stone, but rather, metaphorically used a cutout
which delineated the figure of a soldier that opened against the sky.
Adams’ unique war memorial is eclectic in style and a hybrid of
different paradigms. While in line with the traditional form of memorial
as a symbolic monument, it merges the two conventions of the stele
and the figurative form in a unique way: the figurative aspect is implied through the silhouette or contour of the cutout, which is a clear
break with the bas-relief or inscription patterns found in many of conventional stele-type memorials. The traditional form and material, the
granite stele, are juxtaposed with the cutout at its center, which visually
incorporates the surrounding environment into the monument. This alternative use of figurativeness in relation to the environment was part of
artist’s clear intention, as Adam wrote in his proposal for the competition for the KWVM:
…one’s experience of the traditional War Monument with the solitary figure on a pedestal is essentially alienating, in that it represents the figure in opposition to the environment. I propose to cut
the figure from the block allowing the environment to enter the
form, thus visually and philosophically implying that the figure is
the embodiment of what one sees through it.32
The cutout soldier lends impetus to more complicated readings: the
visual rhetoric of the cutout evokes the sensibility of departed souls
present, yet “not there,” which is echoed by “the invisible man,” the
Manhattan memorial to Ralph Ellison erected several years afterward, in
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2003. It establishes an ambivalent condition in the viewers’ minds as
the negative space readily reads as a “void” evoking a sense of emptiness and loss, and by extension, reflects the “invisibility” of the soldiers themselves in society, not only their universality. Adams adds
“this [the void] was a key in giving the veterans the understanding of
the void as absence and death.”33
The cutout figure was also designed as a sundial: every July 27 at
10 a.m., the anniversary of the exact time and date in New York when
hostilities ceased in Korea, it is designed so that the sun shines through
the soldier’s head and illuminates the commemorative plaque which is
also on axis with the Statue of Liberty. As the figurative element readily relates to the audience in terms of its immediate recognition of the
subject without the necessary mediation of other elements such as texts,
keeping the representational image of Korean War soldier in the monument seems to be a good strategy; yet rather than imposing the figure
onto the environment, Adams found an alternative by incorporating the
environment into the monument. The main theme of the monument set
out by Adams was “reconciliation,” which was also purposefully achieved through the cutout figure, as people look at each other through
the cutout, becoming part of the monument; therefore, the monument
serves as “a vehicle for free discourse while such symbols in landscape
as the Statue of Liberty to the South, and the Manhattan District to the
North are observed.”34 The memorial’s incorporation of the environment
is not only visually realized through the negative space, but also through
the sundial function as the orientation of the monument is in sync with
the movement of sun throughout the year. The time-relatedness and
site-specificity of the memorial is distinct among war memorials.
Adams’ memorial is an eclectic combination of various discourses
regarding memorials. It combines the traditional stone monument with
the new paradigm of a memorial that incorporates audience interaction
as in Maya Lin’s 1981 Vietnam War memorial in 1981. Lin’s highly
polished black stone wall with the inscriptions of Vietnam War veterans’ names reflecting back the viewers’ own image on its surface creates
a powerful psychological effect of mourning, sorrow and one’s own
ephemeral existence on this earth. The goal of Lin’s memorial was healing.35
Similarly, Adams’ memorial invites the audience among one another
and with the environment through the negative space of the cutout figure of a solider. The negative space also resonates with the concept of
“counter-memorial” by James E. Young.36 A monument that was once
present and then removed (often because of conflicted legacy such as a
Holocaust memorial) is often more poignant because of its absence, and
because it triggers memories of its pre-existence. A counter-memorial is
ephemeral, rather than permanent.
Playing with the elements of light, shadow, and time is something
that Adams has experimented with throughout his artistic career since
the early 1980s. Especially in his publicly commissioned works, these
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elements were consistently developed over a span of ten years as exemplified
by the early work Serpent Bearer in 1986 (Fig. 6) to Fountainhead in
1989 (Fig. 7) to Meditation in 1997 (Fig. 8) to Mustangs at Noon in
2000 (Fig. 9). The continuing aspect in these public works is Adam’s
combination of hard materials with the immaterial elements. The objects
are predominantly made of metal or stones, often highly polished, precisely cut and erected to interact with the light, shadow, and time. The
hard material presence of the work plays with the ephemeral and immaterial doubles that are constantly shifted and transformed with time.

Figure 6. Mac Adams, Serpent Bearer, 14 x 10 ft. Steel aluminum and concrete.
Commissioned by Montclair University, Montclair, New Jersey, 1986. Shadow of the
Serpent Bearer at 1pm. Images appears at 1 pm every May/June and July at that time.
Photo by author.
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Figure 7. Mac Adams, Fountainhead, 12 x 8 ft aluminum. Temporary installation
commissioned by San Diego Museum of Contemporary Art, La Jolla, California, 1989.
Shadow image appears 11.30 am every December, January and February. Photo by author.

Figure 8. Mac Adams, Medication, 12 x 10 ft. Aluminum and stone. Commissioned by
the City of Strasbourg, France, 1997. Located at the Louis Pasteur University. Shadow
of a person in meditation appears at 12 noon in May, June and July. Photo by author.
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Figure 9. Mac Adams, Mustang at Noon, five steel canopies 14 x 8 ft. 1997. Erected
in 2000. Collection of the city of San Antonio, Texas. Commissioned through the City’s
Convention Center Expansion Office. Project shows horses year-round. The shadows
stretch from 3ft in the morning to 60 ft by 1 pm, then disappear. Photo by author.

For example, Serpent Bearer, which was commissioned by Montclair
University in Montclair, New Jersey, is an industrial and geometric large
construction made of steel aluminum and concrete that cast a shadow
of the figurative silhouette of a serpent bearer onto the ground at 1 pm
every May, June, and July of the year. In Fountainhead, the large 12
by 8 feet abstract architectural construction of aluminum that was commissioned by and stood temporarily in San Diego Museum of Contemporary
Art, La Jolly, California formed a shadow of a fountainhead with a gaping open mouth at 11:30 am every December, January, and February.
Meditation, a work commissioned by the City of Strasbourg, France, is
composed of precariously positioned round oval stones at the top of a
tapering tilted aluminum metal post in a garden of the Louis Pasteur
University. At first glance, it appears as a surrealist-inspired biomorphic
sculpture infused with a minimalist sculpture of industrial materials yet
once again, casts the shadowed silhouette of a meditating Buddha at
noon, every May, June, and July. For Mustangs at Noon, Adams incorporated the cutout of a figurative image of a mustang against five
steel canopies that jut out from the sidewall of the San Antonio Convention
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Center Expansion Office building. The shadow of mustangs formed through
the cutout stretches from 3 feet in size in the morning to 60 feet by 1
pm, then disappeared. The idea behind the juxtaposition of these various elements was partly revealed by Adams: “I sell the shadow to support the substance.”37 The shadow of the physical object and its cutout
cast by the light changing over time enhances the meaning of the
work, which was also applied to Adam’s KWVM (Fig. 1).
Referring to his concept as “Narrative Void,” Adams keenly connects the contradictory state of the Korean War and its veterans, i.e.,
“remembered as forgotten” in the United States with his artistic style of
cutout as a void, yet haunted by its shadow as a specter that always
comes back to our sight only to disappear again with, in Adams’ term,
the “economy of means.”38 Adams further asks, “How can one tell a
story using no more than two or three images or a situation using the
fewest objects? This is where the narrative void comes into play.”39
From the early 1980s, partly inspired by his teaching positions at
Parsons School of Architecture in New York City, Adams developed
the idea of “Narrative Architecture,” that were:
Abstract representations of mysteries that only when a strong light
is played on what appear to be disparate objects from a very specific angle is a figurative image created and the image revealed…
[and] models for large-scale sculptures, which were based on figurative systems and the shadow they produced as a performative
space, only happening at certain times of the year by responding to
the earth tilt and shift. The silhouette these structures projected
were only understood when one positioned oneself spatially, otherwise they read like Rorschach inkblot, revealing more about the
viewer in their musings for meaning. Only after the image was
recognized and the silhouette registered into the consciousness did
meaning occur.40
While these elements have been consistent with his oeuvre, Adams
has developed two lines in his artistic career: one in public art and the
other in the “gallery/museum context.”41 It is noteworthy how Adams
separates his works between the public art and fine art: most of his
work done in the United States has been commissioned public works of
art; in contrast, in Europe his work has been mostly gallery shows.
Therefore, he has made more than fifteen publicly commissioned works
in the United States. According to Adams, this geographical split of his
career was not his intention but “it was the way it went.”42 Once he
started creating commissioned public art, the next commission followed,
as working in public art context requires a different set of considerations on the artist’s part: the specific requirement and guidelines of
commission has to be observed, there is substantial revision, and there
is a heightened emphasis on consideration on the targeted audience.
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Adams admits that the level of compromise and limits for public art on
the artist’s side is substantial, yet his approach to public art is to look
at the situation and “solve the problems.”43 This is not that he would
conform to unreasonable requests or changes far from his artistic practice, but more that he will consider the specific situation of the commission from the beginning to find the most suitable way to apply his
artistic ideas, finding the best common ground.
In the case of Adam’s KWVM, aligned with the flexibility on the
artist's part was the Commission’s understanding of the work. The
Commission had several participating parties, since it was initiated by
New York city with the site already in mind and included members of
the municipal agencies necessary for the permission for erecting the
memorial--the Department of Parks and Recreation, the Art Commission,
Manhattan Community Board #1. These entities were already involved
with the commission process early on, and as such a smooth and expeditious permission process was realized.44 The commission process
progressed with few controversies and minimal adjustments. There were
a small number of unpredicted delays; specifically, the original location
chosen was directly over a tunnel with air ducts, and therefore, had to
be shifted slightly.45 Yet, another delay was caused by an artist who
claimed the cutout was his original idea, but the claim was ultimately
ignored by the Commission.46 Additionally, as the artist was cooperative
in adjusting minor details of the memorial, all went well.47 The resulting Commission was city-oriented, top-to-bottom, fast and smooth. Ironically,
this contributed to the memorial’s forgotten nature: there is little memorable
about a lack of controversy.
Indeed, the KWVM dedication ceremony mirrored the status of the
Korean War veterans in the United States in its inability to garner
recognition. After Mayor Koch’s term was over in 1989, the original
plan for a huge dedication parade was significantly reduced under the
mayoral successor David Dinkins.48 There was even a suggestion of incorporating the KWVM dedication parade into the Desert Storm parade
for the Gulf War veterans.49 With a much smaller parade than originally planned, the KWVM was finally dedicated with a similarly scaled
down dedication ceremony intended not to interrupt the flow of people
within Battery Park. Finally on June 25, 1991, the 41st anniversary of
the day when the Korean War began, the Korean War Veterans had
their New York parade that moved through the Canyon of Heroes on
lower Broadway and converged on Battery Park for the dedication of
Adams’s memorial. The New York Times article on the parade published a day after captures the sentiments of the veterans that the commemoration was a little too late, and that the almost four decades delayed parade was still met with indifference and lukewarm media and
audience reaction. The New York Times reported,
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...unlike the troops who fought in the Persian Gulf, the Korean
veterans were not treated to the roar of a cheering crowd or cascades of confetti. There was some applause, and there were some
confetti. But the city Sanitation Department did not even bother to
estimate how much. The police department, which put the gulf war
parade crowd in the millions, said 250,000 turned out for the
Korean veterans' parade--not that many more than would be on the
same streets any other day. “It’s almost a non-event,” said Joe
Sullivan, a retired stockbroker from Manhattan who served in
Korea in the Marines and the Navy. “It was too late coming.”50
While some 9000 Korean veterans, twice as many as the parade
organizers expected, came out to participate in the parade, and although
the memorial Commission was able to raise $800,000 in contributions,
the audience viewing the parade numbered only 250,000--the same number
of people usually found on busy streets of New York City. The veterans who stood in the dedication ceremony still had to deal with the
younger members of crowd’s indifference who had no knowledge of the
Korean War or who were confused the event with more familiar Gulf
War whose parade counted some 7.5 million people that turned out
cheering with cascade confetti that the city had to sweep out amounting
to practically three tons of paper. For the Korean War Veterans parade,
the city Sanitation Department did not bother to estimate how much to
clean. Mr. Schwartz, the executive director of the Commission was quoted
as saying, “Some guy came over to me and said, is that the memorial
for Desert Storm? I said, ‘Do me a favor, walk the other way. We've
waited 40 years. Desert Storm can wait a couple of months.’”51
The memorial was an example of successful cooperation between
artist and commissioning body yet failed in garnering general attention
as the well planned and smooth commission process did not provoke
much controversy. This ironic outcome forces us to grapple with the
question: how can we define success for a memorial? Adams’ own response to this rhetorical question may shed some light: “... it [the memorial] answered all the questions...without pissing anyone off, while
satisfying that physical and spiritual need. I think we have become
used to the idea that art is not successful unless its controversial. This
is a media generated concept. Because it does not scream at you there
is suspicion.”52 Since memorials are part of public art, the fundamental
question that artists raise regarding the role of public art may be relevant: Is public art supposed to make people in the community happy?
Or does it make a statement and make some cutting-edge and experimental works? While artists such as John Ahearn, an American artist who has produced community oriented public art emphasize the
public’s satisfaction while other artists such as Richard Serra insisted on
the artist's role of debunking and criticizing current hidden ideology
through works. A good example of this is Serra’s Tilted Arc, a 120-foot
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long, 12-foot-high solid plate of rust-covered COR-TEN steel sculpture
in the shape of an arc positioned across in the Federal Plaza in 1981,
purportedly interfering with the flow of people’s movement.
The audience responses I conducted in the summer of 2010 revealed that most people who visited the memorial did not have any
previous knowledge about the existence of the memorial in Battery Park
mirroring the lack of popularity of the Korean War, and its memorial
in media; however, once they were in Battery Park, and got closer to
the memorial, then most of audience became aware of it and noticed
its presence. Since the monument is located further inside Battery Park,
closer to the Hudson River on the northwest side, and far from the
main subway entrances located at the east of the Park such as Bowling
Green, Whitehall St. and South Ferry, the regular crowds passing on
the road were not readily exposed to the memorial, yet people who actually come in the park, for whatever reasons- jogging, pet walking, or
for lunch actually have a chance to encounter the memorial.
I was struck by the diverse ways of reading the memorial, as well
as by the insightfulness of many spectators of different backgrounds.
Some felt that the memorial is different from other typical, figurative
war memorials, especially due to the cutout and the more modern look,
and while the typical memorial monument made them indifferent, Adams’
did not.53 The cutout soldier was read by many in the audience as generic and non-specific in terms of nationality and ethnicity, and could
be any soldier; yet one tourist understood it as a Korean War-period
soldier, although other specifics were blurred, which is exactly what Adams
said he intended.54 Another viewer insightfully criticized the stainless-steel
lining of the soldier cutout, as it reminded him of a cookie-cutter:
“they look exactly the same and dismissible. Like a cookie cutter,
which means anonymity,” while the same figure gave another viewer a
feeling of reverence.55 While some felt a feeling of void, lacking, emptiness and something ghostly with the cutout, others paid more attention
to the surroundings behind the cutout interacting with the void. As a
tourist from Denmark commented: “Everything [in the US] seems pompous, but this monument is less, and simple.”56 The negative space of
the cutout figure of the Universal Solider in Adam’s memorial resonates
with the status of the Korean War and its veterans in the United States
as “memorialized as forgotten,” making it an apt metaphor dedicated to
Korean War veterans.
Is it possible to envision the last monument to commemorate the
end of wars? Some of us may remember in late 1971 that, John
Lennon, and Yoko Ono (referencing the Vietnam War) bought billboard
space in major cities around the United States with a simple message
in black and white: “War is Over!”57 Underneath in smaller letters was
an important qualifier: “If you want it.”58 The Korean War to this day,
has not technically been declared over.
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