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Unidentified Vietnam, the umbrella project by the artist team Lin + Lam (Lana Lin

and H. Lan Thao Lam), consists of an installation and a thirty-minute film, and

works with a displaced archive as its primary material: the Embassy of South

Vietnam Collection, transported to the Library of Congress in Washington DC

in 197¢ following the fall of Saigon. The archive contains §27 propaganda films

made with substantial US aid, using American equipment and often processed in
the Philippines. Seventeen of these films are marked “unidentified”

Una Chung . nd numbered from 1 to 17. Lin + Lam’s film is what comes after:

Unidentified Vietnam No. 18.

What, Cﬂmes, After.: At first glance, we see that Lin + Lam offer a personalized recal-

lection of history, a democratization of information that resists con-

-
An Intmductlnn tO  venional structuring and refuses the institutionalization of history.
A second, more probing look finds Lin + Lam's project of a critical
H ?
Lin + Lam’s

counterarchive moving toward a creative reworking of the archival

U n i d e "tm ed Vi etnam impulse itself—the archival impulse as raw affectivity, State propaganda is
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not simply redeployed as the artists’ critical statement (nor, certainly,

reviewed nostalgically as kitsch) but used as a way to re-apprehend
its affective force. Thus, their work is at once critical and creative, archival and
affective, a genealogical project de rigueur.

In this fashion, Lin + Lam offer a deeper engagement with the persistent
challenge of postcolonialism: how to get to the “what comes after” of colonial-
ism and imperialism, as Achille Mbembe puts it. In his critical exploration of the
postcolony, Mbembe points out that the search for what comes after the colony
often involves the production of a “postcolonized subject,” rather than an end
to processes of racialization.' He suggests that the complexity of postcolonial
time is linked to a question about life, “raw life,” as the place, body, or ontologi-
cal site for the temporal articulation of the postcolonial. In Unidentified Vietnam, Lin
+ Lam draw out the affective volatility, the raw life, if you will, lying within the
archival impulse.

If a pedagogical drive moves through Unidentified Vietnam, it is not one that
aims to do the work of identifying remains or of recovering and reconstructing
what is missing from the fragmentary, literally crumbling remnants of history’s
materials found in the Madison Building of the Library of Congress. The adjec-
tival “unidentified” is not a provocation to identify. Instead, Unidentified Vietnam
engages in an experimentation with modes of unidentifying The artists do not
simply embody the position of critically aware ethnographers, who emphasize
the limitations and special insights of their own personal experience. Rather,
Unidentified Vietnam shifts our attention away from self-reflexivity toward modes
of moving and living that unidentify the subject. The empty-fullness of propa-
ganda is not countered with images of violence or abjection that would provoke
self-recognition on the part of liberal, protesting Americans, conferring on them
their identity vis-a-vis Vietnam and war. “Unidentified"” is, then, a mode of chal-
lenging a politics based on identity and working to identify its participants.
Unidentified Viemam poses anew the impossibly simple proposal of Michel Foucault:
“We have to promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind
of individuality."* What are the modalities of such a refusal?

On the one hand, there is the suspension produced by the state: “South
Vietnam Embassy Continues to Carry On in Diplomatic Limbo.”* The limbo of
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the abruptly former South Vietamese government, with the imminent arrival
of a reunified Vietnam, is given a half-life by the United States in order to handle
the sudden crisis of refugees: “The State Department announced last week that
although the United States will not recognize any Saigon government-in-exile,

it will continue temporarily to afford diplomatic status to the embassy here for
assistance in dealing with refugees.”* The transfer of films is associated with a
political transition that remains in the limbo of “dealing with refugees,” which
takes the place of actual engagement with what comes after war.

On the other hand, there is the suspension taken up and reworked by Lin +
Lam through their installation and film. Rather than the deferrals of the state, the
belatedness of trauma, or the allochronic techniques of anthropology, we have
here postcolonial suspension. If a critical and political impasse seems paradoxi-
cally to follow in the aftermath of the hyperproductivity of discourses on ethnic
bodies and subjects, Unidentified Viemam interrupts it with a different kind of move-
ment in art. The ropes of Unidentified Viemem—uwipe, mop, type, flip—get at this
entangled existence of life, time, and politics by posing, visualizing, and mobi-
lizing for us the pernicious postcolonial problematic of what comes after. Wiping
suggests ideological indoctrinating; mopping the clearing away, the infrastructure;
typing the composing, educating; flipping the viewing, handling, reconstructing The
archival impulse is set into new motion; stilled time itself moves; are we post yet?

The archival tools appear quite differently when understood as affective
performances. A series of film stills spatialize the movement of wiping, a film
transition frozen into abstract still images. The twenty-four framed photographs
index the twenty-four frames per second of motion-picture “real time,” compos-
ing spatially an interval of one second of film. It is not the movement of transfer-
ring (between nation-states, between media, between images) that is stopped:
it is abstraction that suspends the world.

Library of Congress Cleaning Crew, a silent video component of the installation,
shows one man mopping the corridor of the Library of Congress. He works at
the heart of the archive, at its institutional location; he is in the infrastructure of
the library, in the in-between of the hallway. He both facilitates and blocks access
to the rooms in which archives are located. Library of Cangress Cleaning Crew is four
minutes and forty-four seconds long, and in the middle the segment seamlessly
begins to play in reverse, looping forward and backward in a continuous stream.
The labor of mopping up that follows the end of a war is suspended by the end-
less switching of the backward and forward direction of the video, the incessant
movement of its suspension of action,

The sculptural configuration, Pupils of Democracy, constructs an assemblage of
schoolroom technologies. A 16mm film loop is projected from a Kodak Pageant

16mm film projector, with a looper attachment, onto a portable projection
screen. The film projector sits atop a stack of books on a kindergarten table;
beside the projector lies an open paperback book, The Ten Thousand Day War, with a
magnifying glass positioned above the exposed pages. The selection of text high-
lighted in an intense circle of magnified light reads: "It is 105 degrees and ris-
ing."® One segment of the projected film zooms in on the section of 2 manual
typewriter where we can see keys striking the paper: "How do you feel the American
effort here is being conducted? ... " A film composition that makes use of the serial
motions of a manual typewriter is relying on the moving image to construct a
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manuscript; however, the film composition itself is not a manuscript. Here we
are shown how to type, how to write, how to compose the aforementioned
question, rather than to read or respond 1o the sense of the question. Such ques-
tions concerning the American persistence in or withdrawal from Vietnam are
presented as the construction of the mechanics of English composition.

H. Lan Thao Lam's performances of the popular images of President Ngo
Dinh Diem and the “First Lady” Madame Nhu do not dramatize them or bring
them to life.” Lam's performances are austere, psychologically minimal, com-
posed only of intense details, bare gestures: the terse tug on the edges of a
jacket, the elegant uplift of sculpted hair.

The film, Unidentified Viemam No. 18, gives us series after series of flipping
images—sheets of paper, photographs, images of film canisters, colored hallways.
The flipping motion of still images makes us question the opposition of stillness
and movement and consider these modalities of movement on a single plane.

The un of unidentify is then neither negation nor subversion, but a type of
motility that inheres in suspension itself, a suspension connected to new political
potentialities. As Lana Lin puts it, "We wanted to create a space of suspension
and in that suspension to activate thought."* If identity, identifying, and identi-
fication involve a movement of subjectivity that turns back on itself before
there is a subject to be turned to (what Judith Butler calls the “paradox of refer-
entiality”), then the unidentified is a trope of a suspended movement that does not
turn back, does not reach forward, but rather remains in the approach 1o what
comes after.?

Una Chung is an assistant professor in the global studies group at Sarah Lawrence College. Her areas of
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Southeast Asia. Her essay “The Ethnological Temptation of Vietnam™ will appear in a forthcoming anthal-
ogy edited by Patricia T, Clough and Craig Willse {Duke),
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Lin + Lam, Unidentified Vietnom, 2006,
mixed-media installation, dimensions
variable (artwork £ Lin + Lam)

above:
partial installation view at entrance, 24

fragmed digital C-prints, signage stand with
newspaper clipping, video projection

Lin + Lam

Unidentified Vietnam

page 26 top:

partial installation view, “Library of
Congress Cleaning Crew,” video projection,
and 24 frames = | second,” 24 framed
digital C-prints, each 12 x 15 in. (30.5 x

38.1 em)

page 26 bottom:

partial installation view, "Pupils of
Democracy,” |émm film projector and film
looper, projection screen, kindergarten
table, magnifying glass, and books
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page 27 top:

installation detail, viewer and card cata-
logue, wood face plates and drawers, card
catalogue cards, CD player, and parabolic
speaker

page 27 bottom:

installation detail, wood drawer for the
letter ‘A"
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A THREAT OR A PROMISE
h A APRIL, 1975

AGRICIN TIIRAI CIKARCILIS DOV A Y
ABAN M YOUR WEAPONS
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Lin + Lam, Unidentified Vietnam, 2006, instal-
lation details, 24 frames = | second,” frames
I and 2, digital C-prints, each 12 x I5 in.
(30.5 x 38.1 em) (artwork & Lin + Lam)
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pages J0-35:

Lin + Lam, production stills and film stills
fram Unidentified Vietnam No. |8, 2007, | 6mm
film, 30 min. (artwork & Lin + Lam)
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