Vietnam War, Material Culture, and Memory:
Heung-Soon Lim’s Archive Exhibitions of "Homecoming Boxes" (2008-2009)

The Zippo lighter used by American military in Vietnam between 1967 and
1974 call for a revised approach toward the studies of material culture; its
meaning is in a consistent state of flux, contrary to the traditional
archeological explanation of an artifact as a conveyor of particular
historical significance inherited from the past. As Ian Walters, the author
of "Vietnam Zippos” (1997), argues, there have been a number of different
personal and collective meanings attached to these lighters depending on
where these objects have been situated and recovered—-either in the middle
of warfare, or in the hands of businessman as a collector’'s item. This
essay will use the example of material culture, especially personal
belonging sent via "homecoming boxes(Guiguk Box)” of Korean soldiers as
one way of investigating transient and ever-changing meanings of objects
and material culture during the Vietnam war. Instead of ferreting out
authentic meanings of these objects, this essay, however, use these
artifacts or the historical documents related to these objects as initiators of

open and alternative historical knowledges and interpretations.

The purpose of this study is three—folded: rather than utilizing information
from the history of war strategies and political circumstances related to the
Vietnam war, this essay will concentrate on the daily lives, well-beings
and even emotional states of ordinary Korean soldiers, who fought on the
battlefield of Vietnam. As the Korean installation artist, Heung—Soon Lim
has pointed out, the official discourse of the Vietnam War has overly been
constrained within the grand history of warfares during the cold war. This
study concentrates on the stories about American PXs and black market to

reconstruct the lives of Korean soldiers serving in Vietnam.

Secondly, this essay will highlight the extremely greedy and materialistic
nature of the Vietnam War. The American Government poured on

unpreceded scale of materialistic resources in the Vietnam War to improve



the situation of the American military——-constructing huge recreation
centers and American PXs on site. By observing consumer culture brought
to Vietnam and the black market in Vietnam, I will look at how consumer
culture was used by Korea soldiers to explain their limited perspective of
everyday products; as Japanese portable electronic products were pouring
in the black market at Danang and Nha Terang in southern Vietnam. At
the same time, most of ordinary Korean soldiers were not able to fully
enjoy American and Japanese consumer and material culture as there had
been limited venues and money to purchase these products. Most of small
consumer goods stored inside "homecoming box” were sold out to illegal

smuggler and merchants at the port as soon as they return from Vietnam.

Finally, throughout this two exhibitions of <Homecoming Box> in 2008
and <The Letters from Vietnam> in 2009, the artist Heung-Soon Lim
strived to recover material culture of Korean soldiers in Vietnam, in late
1960s and early 1970s. He juxtaposed official renditions of anti—-communist
ethos on the one hand, and writing and photographs of soldiers. The
contents inside the <Homecoming Box> continuously attested their
ambiguous position between the Vietnam, the colonized citizens, and
American soldiers and consumerism. Furthermore, Lim has also used the
method of indexicality as he engraved a Korean soldiers’'s testimony
related to the memory of consumer products, which can be also interpreted
as indicating their unfulfilled hope for economic prosperity. This indexical
sign enables the artist to demonstrate his way of bringing up memories of
forgotten and marginalized soldiers of the Vietnam War in Korea. His
interpretation of material culture enjoyed by Korean soldiers will
demonstrate the way in which artistic intervention can open up a new
theoretical framework of looking at past objects in the field of archeology,

art history, and cultural studies.
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