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I have had the pleasure of getting to know some of you while conducting my 

dissertation research here last year and back in 2009.  I am studying how communities 

and individuals commemorate lynching violence in U.S. city spaces through sculpture, 

historical markers, and performance.  The Clayton Jackson McGhie Memorial is very 

important in my analyses because it is so different.  While any remembrance to sites 

that experienced lynching violence is uncommon, sculptural forms are particularly rare.  

Duluth’s memorial contrasts greatly with the more common form - bronze plaques at or 

nearby lynching sites.  Of course, the Clayton Jackson McGhie Memorial also includes 

acts of performance, or public gatherings.  To help me interpret these forms, I consult 

community members, artists, and studies by other researchers of public space. 

In his book Shadowed Ground: America’s Landscapes of Violence and Tragedy, 

cultural geographer Kenneth Foote suggests that people manage spaces of violence in 

four main ways – sanctification, designation, rectification, and obliteration.1  

Designation entails marking a site as significant as with a plaque.  In contrast, 

rectification means that the community restores these areas to their former use; no 

traces of the acts of aggression remain.  When the offenses are particularly disturbing, 

residents typically opt to obliterate, or destroy, all signs of violence.  Community 

members usually remove the site from use for a very long time.  This form is the direct 

opposite of sanctification which involves the construction of sacred place, an area that 

                                        
1 Kenneth Foote, Shadowed Ground: America’s Landscapes of Violence and Tragedy, Austin, TX: 

University of Texas, 1997, 7-33. 
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is in some way detached from its surroundings, frequently contains some form of 

monument or memorial in a park or building, and involves ritual commitment to the 

memory of an event, person, or group.  For this shared memory activity, people 

assemble on a regular basis to concentrate on the same object or actions. 

Much like Kenneth Foote’s description, the Clayton Jackson McGhie Memorial is a 

type of sacred ground.  While in 1920 a mob hanged these three men from a 

streetlamp across the street, the mayhem spread through the city streets.  Today this 

memorial space is both distinct and permeable. The walls, fencing, paving stones, 

planters, and inscriptions on the ground produce a sense of definition.  Yet the two 

open sides of the area create a feeling of inclusion with the surrounding environment 

and the people who transverse the neighborhood.  Also, this memorial involves ritual.  

Each year people meet at this site to recall these men who suffered at the hands of the 

mob and recognize forces of positive social change.  These recurring public ceremonies 

consecrate this space.  Your attendance and participation in this event, your shared act 

of witnessing contributes to the significance of this memory. 

Experts who study memorials usually center their research on the physical 

structures, the monuments.  However, I feel that it is just as important to consider the 

collective actions of commemoration, the performances that people undergo as groups 

to remember particular events.  These symbolic actions are cultural expressions that are 

both social effects and agents of social change.  Just as the act of lynching centered on 

performance and spectacle, these qualities exist within today’s Week of Remembrance 
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events.  But now Duluthians reclaim and repurpose collective action from the stain of 

lynching to a far more inclusive and socially just form of performance and spectacle.    

Duluth’s memorial is also unique because few sites of sacred ground engage 

histories steeped in controversy especially in terms of racialized history.  Critical studies 

of lynching only originated fairly recently from the late 1980s and have had little effect 

on the consciousness of most Americans.2  Many people are unsure of the meaning of 

lynching and its impact on national culture.3  Most people think the term is synonymous 

with “frontier justice.”  Others believe it pertains only to the southern states and 

slavery.  While lynching relates to those issues to varying degrees, these impressions do 

not grasp the diversity and extent of this form of social control.  So the meaning of 

lynching is fraught with conflict.   Additionally, recognizing its extent would require 

people to confront the failure of our “democratic institutions.”4  Likewise, to sanctify this 

site in Duluth, residents had to encounter lynching history and manage difficult 

emotions. 

                                        
2 Manfred Berg, Popular Justice: A History of Lynching in America, Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2011, 188. 

 
3 See the following historical sources for an overview of lynching history: 

W. Fitzhugh Brundage, Lynching in the New South: Georgia and Virginia, 1880-1930, Urbana, IL and 
Chicago: University of Illinois, 1993. 

Philip Dray, At the Hands of Persons Unknown: The Lynching of Black America, New York: Random 
House, 2002. 

Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940, New York: 

Pantheon Books, 1998, 199-239. 
 
4 Foote, 322. 
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In closing, I would like to return to the spatial configuration of the memorial.  As 

mentioned, the area is bounded, yet open.  In an essay about memorials, Professor 

Marita Sturken argues that a neighborhood cannot be a sacred space.5  Everyday 

activities are at odds with the special nature of hallowed ground.  This is a reasonable 

argument.  It prompts me to think that this idea of borders needs further exploration.  

Here we are in a dedicated area that possesses edges (the walls, fencing, paving 

stones, planters, and inscriptions on the ground).  However, these elements are low 

profile and include space between them so this area is both visually and physically open 

to its surroundings.  This porous format corresponds with the historical event.  The 

violence was fluid.  It surged through the city.  Now the memorial flows across 

structural and social divides to suggest interrelationships between people, time, and 

place.  This connection should help us to reframe interpretations of lynching beyond 

widespread misconstructions of it as a black issue to its more appropriate identification 

as a complicated, expansive, national issue often involving race and ethnicity.  Also, this 

correlation should help us to acknowledge that American landscapes operate as layered 

tapestries of violence, social difference, collective action, history, memory, and hope. 

 

 

 

                                        
5 Marita Sturken, Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground 
Zero, Durham, NC: Duke University, 2007, 200. 


