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A photograph from "The American War"

showing three children who were affected
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A 73-year-old victim of the massacre at

Thanh Phong in a photograph from Harrell

Fletcher's exhibition "The American War."
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A year ago, the artist Harrell Fletcher saw the War Remnants Museum in Ho

Chi Minh City, a memorial to what the Vietnamese call the American War. He

was so struck by it that he went back with a digital camera to photograph on

the sly everything there. 

This meant mostly magazine and newspaper

photographs, and snapshots of Agent

Orange victims, captioned. He shot the 

photographs and the captions separately, at an angle, to cut

down on reflections, and in such a way that his pictures make

clear that he was there, standing in the museum, taking

photographs of photographs that are themselves copies. They

look a little like the pictures you find on eBay.

His bootlegged museum, partly reassembled, has been traveling

the United States. It is at the Center for Advanced Visual Studies 

at M.I.T. in Cambridge, Mass., through Friday. Its run at White

Columns, the Manhattan art gallery, ends Saturday. It is an

ingenious little show; heartbreaking, too. It would be a pity to

miss.

As a boy, with my father on a trip to Hanoi in late 1973, I

happened to have been taken to a museum that was just like the

War Remnants Museum. It had the same sort of photographs as

Mr. Fletcher's: the same captions, the same homely, ramshackle

feel. It was like other propaganda museums I had seen, in the

Soviet Union, about Lenin and Stalingrad and the Cold War, but

it was put together in the middle of this blitzed city for who

knows whom — as nobody, or almost nobody, was visiting

Hanoi. And the people who lived there didn't need a museum to

show them what had been happening around them — and to

them — or to tell them how to feel.

I nearly forgot my visit to the Hanoi museum until Mr. Fletcher's 

show. He has included in it a photograph of a big crater made by an American bomb dropped on

a neighborhood in Hanoi on Dec. 21, 1972, exactly a year before I went there and saw a similar

hole in the ground filled with rainwater. Maybe it was the same hole, although there were many 

holes, and they were not easy to tell apart or to distinguish from the holes dug along some streets

for people to jump into when the bombs fell. The streets looked like egg cartons.

In Mr. Fletcher's show, there is also a photograph of an American soldier dangling what's left of a

Vietnamese man, whom the caption identifies as a "liberation soldier," blown up by a grenade.

"The American soldier laughed satisfactorily while carrying a part of the body," the caption adds.
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