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DESCRIPTION
I hadn't bargained that Vietnam would be a permanent part of my life. I knew I would spend a year as a 'grunt' lieutenant, unless
wounded earlier. The war would consume the first eight months of my daughter's life. That angered me, then, and it still does, but I
had to accept it. I didn't realize that Vietnam would be a part of every day of the rest of my life. A kind of cross to bear. Relentless
feelings of anger, rage, guilt, loneliness, victimization, sadness.....and grief. And some pride.
I have tried to cope with my feelings about Vietnam in several different ways, initially through my work in human services, working
with other victims of violence and trying to prevent violence. Secondly, through different forms of peace activism, including draft
counseling, protests, prayer vigils, arrests, and resistance to continued U.S. involvement in Central America. We have to stop our
illegal, immoral and undeclared war on the people of Nicaragua, which I visited in 1987 with Witness for Peace.
More recently, sculpture has become a very important part of my life,
carving images of men I served with in Vietnam, in wood, and sharing those images and their stories with others. I have been very
impressed with, and influenced by, the work of artists throughout history who have struggled against violence, war and militarism. I
am especially touched by the work of Ernst Barlach, Kathe Kollwitz and other German 'Expressionists' against the militarism of the
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Nazi's.
I have tended to be rather confrontationist in my actions and in my art, to try to overcome some the massive denial in our society.
Somehow, everyone has heard the motto, 'Just say no!' to drugs. However, we continue to 'Just say yes!' to war, to unbridled violence
in Central America, Grenada, Lebanon, the Persian Gulf, etc. We have to find ways, other than violence and war, to resolve
interpersonal and international disputes. We cannot (and we shall not!) continue to sacrifice our firstborn male children on the altar of
Mars, the God of War. And we cannot continue to suppress the
legitimate aspirations of poor, exploited and oppressed people to freedom, justice & equality, through the murder, rape, arson,
kidnapping and terrorism that is war! We Vietnam combat veterans, as survivors, as witnesses, must clearly declare, 'NO MORE
WAR!!!NO MORE VIETNAM!!!' Let it be so!
Tom Schmitz
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ESSAYS
For many Americans born in the decades before Neil Armstrong's 'giant leap for mankind' the Vietnam War will always occupy
varying degrees of their spirit, and inform many aspects of their life experience. Some served, some protested, some profited, and
some sent others to die. The amount of ones' spirit and the breadth of experience which the Vietnam War occupies fluctuates within
the vast range of human emotion - but rarely settles in comfort or resolve. Most of the young men and women who came together to
protest the War and 'overthrow the military industrial complex' have acquiesced to accepting a slightly more tolerant, scaled back ,
and easier to live with military industrial complex. The deadly confrontation at Kent State and the bombing of the University of
Wisconsin's Army Mathematics Research Center at Madison, that killed a brilliant young physicist, brought the finality and frustration
of violent confrontation back home from across the ocean. These violent acts triggered the beginning of the end of the anti-war
movement, and the idealism of qualitative change began to fade to liberal ideals, careers, and families. The young men and women
who served in Vietnam suffered through the horror of the War. The sacrifices made by those who returned were met with ambivalence
and silence by a country deeply divided, confused, and angry. Even today more than twenty years after the end of the War, when
someone mentions that they served in Vietnam, the conversation more often than not dissolves to murmurs, long pauses, and a
sudden change in topic. Don Unrau served as a medic in Vietnam, was wounded in 1971 and discharged from the Army in 1973.
Shortly after returning home he destroyed all the snapshots he made in Vietnam in an attempt to trash his War experience, and ease
his feelings of confusion and anger at a government he felt had lied to him, and a country that could not understand his pain. After
studying photography on and off for several years Unrau felt the need to reclaim the memories contained in the snapshots he had
destroyed, and in 1984 he began work on a series of portraits of Vietnam Veterans titled War Stories. Unrau knew that simple
portraits could not contain the range of expression or tap the emotions that he knew simmered inside the men and women who
served in Vietnam. There were unspoken words that needed to accompany the portraits, and War Stories evolved into a collaboration
between Unrau and the Veterans who agreed to participate in the project. Unrau began the series by contacting a few Veterans he
already knew, asking them if they would be willing to sit for a portrait, and then write something about Vietnam in the margin of the
photograph. The process often took months to complete. Several meetings might occur before Unrau made a single picture, and the
Veterans provided the text at whatever pace needed to find the courage to honestly express their memories and present realities of
what Vietnam is to them. As Unrau continued to work on the project more Veterans became interested in participating, and after five
years Unrau completed 25 pieces for the series. Taken by themselves, the portraits depict men and women approaching middle age
who all might be part of the same high school class. They all confront the camera intently, and display the intensity of a hidden
experience that surfaces for a moment of personal indulgence. The handwritten patterns of sentences individualize their emotions as
their words blast out anger, confusion, heroics, and hope. In 1991 when operation Desert Storm was unleashed to liberate the Kuwait
'democracy,' Unrau imagined the cycle of lies and deceit he knew from Vietnam beginning again. If history was going to repeat itself,
Unrau decided that he needed to go back to Vietnam to reclaim his personal history. Until that point he only knew Vietnam as an icon
for pain and confusion, not a country that people called home. He got the opportunity to return in 1992 with a group of Americans who
were going to Vietnam to build clinics. In exchange for a few weeks of work Unrau was able to spend several more weeks traveling
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and photographing throughout the country. His photographs from that trip are included in this catalogue and exhibition along with the
portraits from War Stories. This new work titled Meditations Vietnam contrasts severely with the images from War Stories, and at the
same time gives the images in War Stories another degree of measured tension. The anguish and pain in the faces and words of the
Veterans in War Stories are nowhere to be seen in the casual daily lives that Unrau has captured in most of the photographs from
Meditations Vietnam. In a few of the photographs there is evidence of War. An unobtrusive marker that locates My Lai, bomb casings
resting against a mural painting, and a jet suspended on a pedestal in a city park, are only faint and almost forgotten reminders of the
War, as if they were artifacts lost in a cavernous museum of living history. Taking his cue from the diminished stature of these all but
forgotten relics, Unrau records a few on film and moves along. Most of Unrau's images from Meditations Vietnam are not much
different from the photographs that a sophisticated traveler, who wanted to remember his first impressions of a new and different
place, might bring back from a well-planned journey. When Unrau photographs a group of adolescent girls in Hanoi they line up in a
row and smile just as they do in Philadelphia or Chicago or LA. In other pictures, tennis players wear white, Coca-Cola is the drink of
choice, and young lovers pose for a romantic picture taken by a friendly man just for the asking. Unrau's trip back to Vietnam allowed
him to connect with the people who live there on a human level. The photographs he made embellish persistent bad memories about
Vietnam with something more positive, and perhaps more ordinary. More ordinary is probably a place that most Vietnam Veterans
would settle on being in, and Unrau's photographs offer some comfort that such a place can exist as a state of mind, if not in the
location one calls home. Vietnam is the story of our generation. It unleashed a torrent of violence in the United States that persists in
the streets of our cities, in our classrooms, in the music we listen to, and in the movies we watch. Not all the violence is out in the
open, we harbor the violence inherent in the frustration of failed dreams, of changes that we were not strong enough to enact, and of
sacrifices we were too week to make. The courage to face their demons that Don Unrau and all the Veterans who collaborated with
him on War Stories, and the solace of ordinary life that he found in Vietnam in 1992, give us hope that the depth of human emotion
provides us with a reservoir of consciousness and empathy that we can draw on long after we think it's empty. Jeffrey Hoone (c) 1994
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