Mobile in Mobile: 
The Monument to Rear Admiral Raphael Semmes, Alabama.
By Clare Fisher


‘A movement is on foot in Mobile Ala., to raise funds to erect a monument to “Admiral” Raphael Semmes.’ – Frank Leslie Illustrated (June 1883). 

[image: ]For nearly 120 years, Caspar Buberl’s statue of the Confederate Rear Admiral Raphael Semmes existed somewhere in the city of Mobile, Alabama. It has been moved a lot, fittingly perhaps, given the city’s name. The man it commemorates was a prominent figure in the Confederate Navy. Gaining notoriety during the war as a commerce raider, Semmes was celebrated by white Southern communities for his captaincy of the C.S.S Sumter and C.S.S Alabama, and his successful interference with the Union’s merchant ships. Originally located at the intersection of Government and Royal Streets in downtown Mobile, his statue was unveiled in 1900 to the applause of an ‘immense crowd’ that included locals, veterans, and his descendants, as well as the monument’s sponsors, the Sons of Confederate Veterans. Speeches ensued, a brass band played, and the large company left, presumably assuming Semmes would remain there forever— such are traditional expectations of a monument. Detroit Publishing Co., Publisher. Duncan Place and Semmes Monument, Mobile, Ala. Alabama Mobile Mobile. United States, ca. 1900. Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/2016808667/.


Yet, over the course of the twentieth century, the statue’s placement has been far from fixed. Although it would spend much of its life in Mobile’s downtown district, the monument resided outside the City Hall on one occasion, at Waterfront Park on another, and even spent a brief time undercover in a warehouse during the early 1990s. Its mobility was largely a result of city construction projects, the classic contest between modernisation and memorialisation where the latter often gives way. In June 2020, however, the monument moved again, but this time for reasons more global than local. Following the murder of George Floyd and the ongoing power of racial justice movements, Confederate monuments such as Semmes’s are now widely recognised as contemporary symbols of white supremacy. Celebrating figures who fought to maintain the system of slavery, their presence on public land is no longer tolerated because of the racist messages they send. From now on, the Semmes monument can be found in the nearby History Museum of Mobile, waiting, like many others, to be provided with an appropriate historical context. But what might this historical context look like, and whose story will it tell? 

Attempts to reconstruct a monument’s past often proceed by way of biography or character assessment: who was this man? What did he do? And which larger social group or class lauded him as their hero? These questions are important for they can challenge a monument’s leading assumption: that the person represented is even worthy of praise. Sometimes a monument’s plaques and inscriptions attempt explanations, but these are notably biased. In Semmes’s case, the small metal plaque previously adjoined to the pedestal characterises him as a ‘sailor, patriot, statesmen, scholar, and Christian gentlemen,’ a list of traits and identities that appear general but imply distinct privileges. Combined they create an elite social position that was available only to men of a certain class and race at the time, and valued by certain parts of the Mobile community. 

To be sure, Semmes occupied a prominent position in the Confederate Navy. He won fame intercepting merchant ships, capturing both cargo and crew, and costing the United States over $250,000 in damages: northerners would declare him a pirate as a result. Indeed, the group leading the monument movement, the Raphael Semmes Camp of Confederate Veterans, felt the need to offer a clarification of his role in the war. ‘Though for some years after the way the uncooled passions of the conflict obscured the judgement of our northern brethren in regard to the merits of this renowned man,’ they wrote in their appeal for funds, ‘time has brought more sober thought, and the commander of the Alabama is gradually becoming recognised throughout our common country as one of the most brilliant naval officers that America has yet produced.’  Commemorating Semmes was a ‘universal interest’ from their perspective, but it was not shared, not even throughout the South. On learning of plans to erect a monument in his honour, the New Orleans-based African-American newspaper, The Southwestern Christian Advocate, was forthright in its disapproval. ‘Circulars have been issued from Mobile on behalf of a fund to erect a monument to Raphael Semmes who attained some notoriety during the late war by injuring the commerce of his country,’ it stated. ‘He performed no deed, and exhibited no trait of character, entitling him to such a recognition by any of his countrymen.’

Unsurprisingly, these sentiments could not be further from those advanced at the monument’s unveiling. The group that welcomed the statue into the world lauded Semmes’s contribution to the Confederate cause and bemoaned his late recognition. According to the city’s mayor, John Bush, ‘no hazard was too great, no deed too daring for this hero of the seas.’ ‘Almost alone,’ he continued, ‘the single name of Semmes made our Southern Confederacy respected and feared.’ This level of individualization and emphasis on the singular man is of course mirrored in the monument’s form. Raised on a pedestal, the statue of Semmes was reported to have a great likeness to the man, and the sculptor was said to have taken great pains to personalise each detail. ‘The statue is a faithful reproduction,’ reported The Jewelers’ Circular. The Admiral’s daughter, Electra Semmes Colston, had ‘supplied the sculptor with many details so to enable him to reproduce an accurate figure of her father. The poise is easy and characteristic.’ 

Yet, making claims for the exceptionality of Semmes risks side-lining the wider forces that enabled the creation of his monument. In fact, one thing frequently mentioned in the press was the effectiveness with which the admiral had represented bodies far larger than his own. In 1886, the former president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, offered support for the monument and expressed his pleasure at ‘witness[ing] a manifestation of due regard for the man who first bore the Confederate flag on the high seas and carried it to countries where the name would probably otherwise never have been known.’ A similar view was voiced at the unveiling. ‘Alabama, the name of our glorious old commonwealth has gone throughout the world linked with that of Raphael Semmes,’ stated Mrs Vaughn, president of the group responsible for raising the monument’s funds. 

The organisations that mobilised to raise funds for the monument may sound familiar; they too were part of a larger conglomerate active in almost all of the southern states at this time. Part of the Sons of Confederate Veterans (SCV), an association committed to the perpetuation and celebration of the Confederate past, the driving group behind the Semmes monument was the Ann T. Hunter Auxiliary of the Raphael Semmes Chapter 11. Despite the name of the overarching body, newspaper reports suggest that ‘the patriotic women of Mobile’ were largely responsible for seeing the project to fruition. This was typical of most monument building initiatives at the time and, due to gender norms, it was what allowed them to appear less political than they actually were. 

The Semmes monument was erected just one year before the state of Alabama introduced strict segregation and voting laws that disfranchised the Black Americans living there. In the years that followed, public space and racial division in Mobile remained intimately connected, with monuments serving as symbols of power and solidifying a particular image of white rule. The monument to Admiral Semmes thus formed part of a southern Jim Crow landscape, where systemic racism intersected with city planning and its built form. 

The statue itself was designed by Caspar Buberl, a sculptor known for his Civil War monuments to both Union and Confederate figures. A large collection of his works can be found in Gettysburg, honouring the New York infantries and their involvement in the momentous battle that took place there. Several others, to the Confederate cause, used to exist in Virginia, as well, of course, as the Semmes monument in Mobile. Semmes was the sculptor’s last work and descriptions of it often served as an obituary to him, diminishing the focus on the Admiral. Buberl died just before the statue was raised while working on a medallion for the famous Dewey Arch, a large commemorative project celebrating another sailor, Admiral George Dewey, who fought for the Union. 

Not everyone was as relaxed as the sculptor when it came to potential symbolic conflict, however. Some years after the monument’s erection, in 1952, there was uproar at the idea that the Union might be celebrated in the city of Mobile. That year, General Farragut’s flagship, the U.S.S Hartford, was positioned to return to Mobile Bay to form a ‘historic shrine’ commemorating the famous Union victory there. Appalled at the suggestion, one member of the United Daughters of the Confederacy protested that ‘Admiral Semmes might well fall off his pedestal if Farragut’s flagship is brought to Mobile.’ The papers dubbed it the ‘New Battle of Mobile Bay.’

That Buberl saw no contradiction in his commemorative work warns us against fetishizing an individual artist’s intentions and their political underpinnings. More critical is the question as to why the aftermath of the Civil War, and attempts towards reunion, produced an atmosphere that seemed to accept the Confederacy’s past rebellion as a more important expression of freedom than the Federal Government’s own emancipatory goals. ‘African slavery was not the predominating cause of the war, nor was the South responsible for slavery,’ preached Colonel Samford at the Semmes monument’s unveiling. It may ‘have been the fuse which fired the magazine,’ he continued, ‘but what the people of the South contended for was the right of local self-government—home rule.’

The vision of home rule that the Semmes monument projected was of course exclusive. As long as the statue stood in public space, it presented an image of the city that told a narrow narrative. This image was perpetuated in forms other than granite and bronze; through guidebooks and picture postcards, the monument achieved mobility in other ways. Indeed, of all industries, tourism is perhaps the one that best reveals a city’s sense of itself and its most blatant attempt to present that image to the world. In 1941, when the movement of the Semmes monument ‘threatened to become the subject of another “civil war,”’ it was for reasons of tourism that its position downtown was justified. A secluded spot further out of the city, near the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Park was one option, reported the Pensacola News Journal, but ‘the newspapers maintain that the statue should rest where more tourists will have the opportunity to see it.’

Today, in its new home, the History Museum of Mobile, the monument will continue to rely on the movement of others for its effect but will no longer assume collective appeal. In a curated space, the statue’s meaning can be more firmly fixed, but its history of relocations tells us that questions of site-specificity also need to be rethought. To what extent can the work’s ‘locational anchor,’ to use art historian Miwon Kwon’s expression, be used to shed light on the social issues and cultural debates that the monument gives rise to? How important are a monument’s geographic coordinates in this scenario—what does it mean to be mobile in Mobile? 
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