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Introduction 
  

This is the consoling function of narrative—the reason people tell stories, and have told stories from the 
beginning of time. And it has always been the paramount function of myth: to find a shape, a form, in the 
turmoil of human experience. 

Umberto Eco1 
 

Between 1975 and 1979, the Khmer Rouge ruled Cambodia with the ambition of 

restoring the country back to the former glory days of the Angkorean age. As Francois Ponchaud 

described it, they reset Cambodian history to “Year Zero.”2 The regime renamed the country 

Democratic Kampuchea and proclaimed that they would purge the nation and build a Cambodian 

utopia. However, in the name of this restoration the KR put into practice an extremist 

communist ideology, a suppression of traditional cultural institutions, and a sinister indifference 

for humanity. Their grand vision turned into a devastating delusion, and of a population of nearly 

8 million, between 1 and 3 million people died from disease, starvation, torture, and murder.3  

In the last thirty years, historians of the Cambodian genocide have attempted to 

understand how the Khmer Rouge (KR) systematically killed their own people under the banner 

of restoring that which they envisioned was a truly, unadulterated Cambodian culture. Initial 

studies regarding the genocide primarily focused on the experiences of the years under 

Democratic Kampuchea (DK), the regime name to which the KR ascribed. David Chandler, Ben 

Kiernan, and Michael Vickery led the historical research in this area during the late 1970s, and 

since then other academic disciplines have contributed to the field. Anthropologists May Ebihara 

and Judy Ledgerwood conducted studies in Cambodian communities to explore the cultural 

                                                
1 Anne Ruth Hansen and Judy Ledgerwood, “At the Edge of the Forest: Narrative, Order, and Questions of 
Meaning in Khmer History and Society,” in At the Edge of the Forest: Essays on Cambodia, History, and Narrative in 
Honor of David Chandler, ed. Anne Ruth Hansen, and Judy Ledgerwood, 1-17 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Southeast Asia Program, 
Cornell University, 2008), 1.  
2 Francois Ponchaud, Cambodia: Year Zero, trans. Nancy Amphoux (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1977), 
192.  
3 The statistics regarding the human toll of the DK regime have ranged from 700,000 to 3 million, however studies 
by David Chandler (The Tragedy of Cambodian History), Ben Kiernan (The Pol Pot Regime), and Michael Vickery 
(Cambodia: 1975-1982) suggested the number being closer to between 1.7 and 3 million. 
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responses to the genocide. Ian Harris completed a comprehensive survey of Cambodian 

Buddhism that also discusses DK policies toward religion. Evan Gottesman and Alexander Hinton 

covered political developments in Cambodia since 1979. In the last decade, more research about 

the memory of the genocide has emerged. Rachel Hughes, as well as Judy Ledgerwood and 

Alexander Hinton, have added to this conversation by looking at the politics of memory in 

Cambodia. Thus far, the historiography of the Cambodian genocide has drawn from various 

sources—political documents, the reports of journalists, and oral histories to name a few.   

This study contributes to the growing historiography by looking at a set of sources that 

have been little used: Khmer art and visual culture. Except for the work of individuals like 

Ledgerwood and Hughes, who have done case studies on Cambodian museums and monuments, 

and art historians like Ingrid Muan, whose thesis looked at Cambodian art in the 20th century, 

literature on the subject of Khmer art and visual culture is limited in comparison to what has 

been written about Cambodian politics or anthropology. Thus, this paper draws from the 

research pioneered by individuals like Ledgerwood, Hughes, and Muan. It also depends on the 

resources of institutions that support Khmer art. Particular names worth mentioning are the 

Reyum Institute of Arts & Culture, Meta House Phnom Penh, the Legacy Project, Saklapel’s Visual 

Arts Open, the Providence College Department of Art and Art History, and 10 Chancery Lane 

Gallery. The resources of these institutions were crucial in helping this paper access the modern 

and contemporary art scene in Cambodia. Lastly, additional secondary sources supplemented 

these primary sources and provided the tools with which to analyze the works of Khmer art and 

visual culture discussed in this paper. 

In addition to exploring the little touched topic of Khmer art and visual culture, this paper 

seeks to add to the field of study by looking at the genocide through the lens of memory. 

Literature on memory written by individuals such as Paul Ricoeur, Katharine Hodgkin and 
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Susannah Radstone, Pierre Nora, and James Young have demonstrated the potential that the 

concept of memory has in providing new perspectives for philosophy, politics, genocide, or art. 

Memory forces the historian to study the past not simply for itself, but in consideration of the 

past’s implications for the present and future. 

Cambodia since the Genocide: Society and Art in Transition 

Exploring the art and memory of the Cambodian genocide is valuable for one additional 

reason: it helps in understanding post-1979 Cambodia as a society in transition. Scholars and 

students frequently focus on the shock and horror of the genocide so much that they overlook 

the turbulent years of reconstruction that followed. In January 1979, the Vietnamese took over 

Phnom Penh and KR leaders immediately fled. Yet stability was far away. Over the next three 

decades, individuals competed for political power, warring factions fueled civil war, and a restless 

public challenged the façade of national harmony and confidence. The tumultuous history of 

Cambodia since 1979 is central to grasping how the memory of the genocide has changed over 

the years, and Khmer art and visual culture is a key historical resource for tapping into this 

development. According to Muan, one of the very few Western scholars of Cambodian art 

history, Khmer art and visual culture after 1979 was subject to great change because it had to be 

completely rebuilt as a result of the DK’s destructive policies against traditional art and 

education.4 Beginning in the 1980s, the Vietnamese-established People’s Republic of Kampuchea 

(PRK) subsidized public art projects as a part of national reconstruction. In addition, schools sent 

students abroad to study art at foreign institutions.5 When these students began to return to 

                                                
4 Ingrid Muan, “Citing Angkor: The ‘Cambodian Arts’ in the Age of Restoration” (PhD diss., Columbia University 
2001), 385. 
5 Muan, “Citing Angkor,” 419. 
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Cambodia in the 1990s, they brought with them the sense of being an individual, self-defined 

“artist,” a concept that had not existed before 1975.6  

From this brief review of Cambodian history, one will see that Cambodian society and art 

has experienced a substantial change since the genocide. Political structures have shifted, national 

identities debated, and methodologies of art tested. This study seeks to understand the 

progression of these changes.  

The Art of Memory & Visions of Restoration 

Though much of Khmer art and visual culture since 1979 commemorates the legacy of the 

genocide, they do not present identical interpretations. The creators of these “works of memory 

filtered through public symbols,” as Muan described them, practiced their own art of memory and 

projected different visions of restoration.7 In turn, this has resulted in the production of a large 

body of Cambodian art that continues to grow and calls to be studied.  

This paper has a two-fold approach. The first is to analyze the art of memory, that is, the 

process and products that individuals and communities practice and create in remembrance of the past. 

The second is to look at the art’s vision of restoration, which can be articulated as the perception of 

what is being restored for the future. Each vision will focus primarily on what the authors of the 

works attempted to restore, not because it is more significant, but because evaluating the 

responses of audiences to these works is problematic within the limitations of this paper. The 

first part of this paper will consider the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes as a site that 

attempted to restore political stability and solidarity in Cambodia. The second part will examine 

the stupa at the Choeung Ek Genocidal Center as a monument designed to restore a national 

identity.  And lastly the third part will compare works by Khmer artists who use Cambodian 

                                                
6 Muan, “Citing Angkor,” 424. 
7 Muan, “Citing Angkor,” 384. 
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images and symbols in order to restore cultural normalcy to these visual icons that were 

corrupted or destroyed by the DK regime.  

One should note that a tension is present throughout this paper. Though each vision 

obviously responded negatively to the genocide, in essence they pursued the same endeavor of 

the KR, which was to restore some aspect of Cambodian society. With this tension in mind, this 

paper argues that although works of Khmer art and visual culture since 1979 have practiced the 

remembrance of the genocide with different visions of what they believed should be restored in 

Cambodian society, all exhibited the same tendency: they remembered the genocide in a manner that 

served the political, social, and cultural conditions of their historical settings. After evaluating these 

works of Khmer art and visual culture, this paper will also argue that the art of memory in 

Cambodia since the genocide must be an active, continuous process that involves both the individual and 

the community.  

As a whole, this project works to serve as a “theatre,” that is, “a medium of both personal 

and collective experience” where the reader may observe the ways in which the Cambodian 

genocide has been remembered, and how the experiences of the past are translated into the 

stories people tell today. 8 Hopefully, as the Holocaust art historian James Young voiced, the 

study of art will guide the next generation of historians to “a more refined, if complex kind of 

history-telling, one that takes into account both events and how they get passed down to us.”9 

                                                
8 Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2006), 275. 
9 James Young, At Memory’s Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and Architecture (New York: Yale 
University Press, 2000), 13. 
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Vision No. 1 | STABILITY & SOLIDARITY, 1979-1988 

Fortify the spirit of the revolution! Be on your guard against the strategy and tactics of the enemy so as to 
defend the country, the people and the Party. 

Sign above the front gate at the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes10 
 

The Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes in Phnom Penh is arguably the most 

prominent image in Khmer visual culture that represents the national memory of the genocide in 

Cambodia. It was aggressively promoted by the PRK in the 1980s and remains a regular 

destination for tourists today. Although the Cambodian perception of Tuol Sleng is still unclear, a 

study of the museum will demonstrate that the purpose of the PRK was very much clear. At the 

time, the PRK struggled with controlling civil unrest as a result of the transition from the DK 

downfall, and to add to that, individuals both in Cambodia and the international community 

challenged their political legitimacy. Essentially, Tuol Sleng functioned as the PRK’s response to 

this environment of hostility. At Tuol Sleng, the PRK communicated a simple and comprehensive 

history of the genocide in order to establish the record regarding the crimes of the DK years, win 

the confidence of the Cambodian public, and self-proclaim themselves as the heroes of Cambodia. 

Their vision at Tuol Sleng sought to control the political unrest that characterized Cambodia and 

achieve stability and solidarity.  

The Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes 

 On January 7, 1979, Vietnamese troops entered Phnom Penh. The next day, the troops 

and a couple of photographers headed towards the southern edge of the once bustling capital and 

stumbled upon a run down high school formerly named Tuol Sleng. They soon learned that the 

site had once been a DK torture site and prison called S-21, and within three months, the 

                                                
10 David P. Chandler, Voices from S-21: Terror and History in Pol Pot’s Secret Prison (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1999), 2.  
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Vietnamese turned the prison site into a museum.11 The first international visitors arrived by 

April. Over time, field researchers learned that an estimated 14,000 men, women, and children 

entered the prison. So far seven survivors have been accounted for.12  

Four major building exist on the site.13 Building A consists of former classrooms that the 

prison leaders turned into interrogation and torture cells (Figure 1). In some of these rooms, 

rusty metal bed frames lay on top of the bloodstained white and mustard yellow-tiled floors. In 

Building B, a gallery features black and white mug shots of the prisoners and former KR cadres 

(Figure 2). The archives and smaller cells in Building C and Building D present documents for 

display (Figure 3, 4). At the end of the last building hangs a map of Cambodia—a lacquer painting 

covered with skulls exhumed from provinces all over the country. A small memorial containing 

bodily remains stands outside of this last building. 

Tuol Sleng represented a blunt memory of the genocide. The minimalist design of 

the concrete, industrial buildings, the starkness of its rooms and hallways, and the raw 

nature of its artifacts drew a simple and direct portrait of the DK regime. Exhibits showed 

how prison guards tortured prisoners and displayed where they chained and locked them 

up. Bloodstains left on the tile floors spoke of the literal and figurative bloodshed. 

Paintings by Khmer artist and S-21 survivor Vann Nath (b. 1946) reflect the social realist 

style of Tuol Sleng. Before the museum first opened, the PRK invited Vann Nath, who 

produced portraits of Pol Pot while imprisoned at S-21, to paint his memories of what 

                                                
11 The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum of Genocidal Crimes is referred to as either “Tuol Sleng,” its name when it 
was a high school before 1975, or as “S-21,” its name when it was a DK prison. In this paper, the term “Tuol 
Sleng” will be used to refer to the site in its pre-1975 or post-1979 context. “S-21” will be used to refer to the site 
in its 1975-1979 context. 
12 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 6. 
13 The following description of Tuol Sleng is based on notes from the author and from Judy Ledgerwood, “The 
Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes: National Narrative,” in Genocide, Collective Violence, and 
Popular Memory: The Politics of Remembrance in the Twentieth Century, ed. David E. Lorey and William H. Beezley, 
103-122 (Wilmington, Delaware: Scholarly Resources, Inc., 2002), 105.   
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happened at the prison. The painter produced Secret Prison of Scenes from the S-21 the 

Khmer Rouge, a collection of several paintings that depicted what he witnessed at the 

prison (Figures 5, 6). The scenes show angry KR cadres, water torture, chained bodies, 

and infants taken from mothers and thrown against trees. From its gray exteriors to Vann 

Nath’s portraits, Tuol Sleng effectively embodied the PRK’s approach to reconstruction in 

Cambodia during the years immediately following the genocide.  

The Politics of Tuol Sleng 

 It is critical to consider both the national and international political situation in order to 

understand the PRK’s intent at Tuol Sleng. As was discussed earlier, 1979 was not a clean break 

for Cambodia. Rather, it was the beginning of a civil war that would last for at least another ten 

years. Although the PRK controlled Phnom Penh politics, KR leaders in exile and their faithful 

continued to fight for power in the western regions of the country. The situation only became 

further complicated for the PRK. In1982, KR exiles and other anti-Vietnamese constituents 

formed the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK) in an alliance of political 

and military opposition against the Vietnamese presence in Cambodia.14 Furthermore, the UN 

recognized the CGDK over the PRK as the legitimate representative of Cambodia’s seat in the 

UN. In light of this situation, Tuol Sleng can be seen as part of the PRK’s desperate attempt to 

gain control of the Cambodia’s growing internal calamity. 

The PRK faced a similar challenge on the international level. According to Hughes, whose 

study of the genocide focuses on the role of Cold War geopolitics in Cambodia, Tuol Sleng gave 

the PRK a platform from which to solicit international support for the Vietnamese presence in 

                                                
14 Evan Gottesman, Cambodia After the Khmer Rouge: Inside the Politics of Nation Building (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2004), 141. 
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Cambodia.15 Within a week of the PRK’s establishment, the Soviet Union and rest of the Eastern 

bloc gave their support to the new state. Meanwhile China and the United States condemned the 

claim for their own reasons. China, who had supported the KR, was disdainful of the Vietnamese 

sprawl in Southeast Asia, and the United States, in memory of the Vietnam War, feared the PRK 

as yet another communist reprise.16 The PRK brought international audiences to Tuol Sleng in 

order to counter such international antagonism. Judy Ledgerwood described the museum as a 

site for “foreign consumption” of Cambodia’s nightmare.17 She recalled a 1980 ministry report 

that suggested brighter lights be installed so foreigners would be able to take their pictures.18 PRK 

publications capitalized on the opportunity to emphasize the atrocities of S-21 to its international 

visitors. “At least two million and perhaps three out of Kampuchea’s seven million people died,” 

one document read, “Kampuchea was drained of blood.”19  

Set the Record Straight 

 The PRK’s important first step at Tuol Sleng was to set the record straight regarding what 

the monument seeks to achieve. Because Cambodia was for the most part cut off from 

international communication during the DK years, very few with, the exception of some 

diplomats and journalists, understood what had taken place. As journalist Samantha Powers 

described it, a “Khmer curtain” had swooped down during the DK years, and as a result, the 

story of the genocide was met with skepticism.20 Thus in the immediate aftermath of 1979, the 

Vietnamese quickly established Tuol Sleng and used it as an exhibition to expose the mass 

                                                
15 Rachel Hughes, “Nationalism and Memory at the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocide Crimes, Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia,” in Contested Pasts: The Politics of Memory, ed. Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone, 175-192 (New 
York: Routledge, 2003), 177-180.  
16 Gottesman, Cambodia After the Khmer Rouge, 43. 
17 Judy Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes: National Narrative,” in Genocide, 
Collective Violence, and Popular Memory: The Politics of Remembrance in the Twentieth Century, ed. David E. Lorey and 
William H. Beezley, 103-122 (Wilmington, Delaware: Scholarly Resources, Inc., 2002), 109. 
18 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 109. 
19 Hughes, “Nationalism and Memory in Cambodia,” 179. 
20 Samantha Power, A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide (New York: Basic Books, 2002), 90. 
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atrocities that had gone unmonitored in Cambodia for nearly four years. However, Tuol Sleng did 

not reveal the story of the genocide for the sake of justice or human rights. On the contrary, the 

revelation at Tuol Sleng served more to advertise and sell the genocide than to mourn and 

remember it. 

Part of setting the record straight at Tuol Sleng also involved directing international 

attention towards the perpetrators, in this case, the KR. In his analysis of the site, Paul Williams 

argued that because the victim at Tuol Sleng possessed no identity, the perpetrator became the 

focal point of the museum.21 The rows of photos and piles of clothing remained anonymous and 

nameless while faces of DK leaders had names and personalities. A 1980 document from the PRK 

Ministry of Culture, Information, and Propaganda stated that Tuol Sleng primarily set out “to 

show … international guests the cruel torture committed by the traitors to the Khmer people.”22 

Such documents illustrate the PRK’s intent to unmask the identity of the KR, the “traitors” much 

of the world knew nothing about during its years in power.  

The PRK also condemned the perpetrators outside of the walls of Tuol Sleng. In the 

summer after the museum first opened, legal experts from Vietnam and in Cambodia put 

together a tribunal in Phnom Penh to convict former DK high-level leaders Pol Pot and Ieng Sary 

of genocidal crimes.23 Records found at Tuol Sleng supplied the evidence used to prosecute the 

two men in absentia. By the end of the five-day trial they were sentence to death.24  

The PRK saw the tribunal and Tuol Sleng’s slur against the DK regime as politically 

advantageous for its potential to turn the tide of criticism away from itself and towards individuals 

like Pol Pot and Ieng Sary. PRK rhetoric equated Tuol Sleng to the “Asian Auschwitz” and thus 

                                                
21 Paul Williams, “Witnessing Genocide: Vigilance and Remembrance at Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek,” Holocaust and 
Genocide Studies 18, No. 2 (Fall 2004): 242.  
22 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 8. 
23 Chandler, “Cambodia Deals with its Past,” 359. 
24 Chandler, “Cambodia Deals with its Past,” 360. 
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attempted to place DK leaders on the same level as Hitler and the Nazis.25 In effect, the PRK used 

Tuol Sleng to control the narrative of the genocide. They took advantage of this power to write 

what Chandler called a “demonised, hegemonic historiography” of DK, which portrayed the 

regime and its supporters and leaders as the embodiment of evil.26 Tuol Sleng gave the PRK the 

authority of writing history and thus, the power of asserting the national memory of the genocide 

Win the National Confidence 

 Tuol Sleng did not only attempt to reach international audiences. It sought to speak to 

Cambodian audiences as well as a part of the PRK effort to win the nation’s confidence. During 

PRK reconstruction, many Cambodians felt disillusioned with political institutions, and their 

cynicism was increased even more with the PRK, which was associated with the Vietnamese, 

Cambodia’s historical enemy. The PRK was conscious of its doubting public and actively sought 

ways with which to use Tuol Sleng to reach out to the people. The Ministry of Culture, 

Information, and Propaganda reported that from January to October in 1980, the museum 

welcomed 320,241 visitors, of which 11,000 were foreigners and 309,000 were Khmer.27 The 

effort to bring Cambodian visitors reflected the PRK agenda to recruit their support.  

In its attempt to win the public trust, Tuol Sleng attempted to reach out to the 

Cambodian genocide survivors. The museum’s design reflected this plan. General Mai Lam, a 

Vietnamese museologist who had studied museums in Poland, led the design of Tuol Sleng.28 To 

him, the museum provided the lens with which Cambodians would view their past.  

For the regular people who cannot understand, the museum can help them. Even though they 
suffered from the regime, as a researcher I want them to go [to the museum]. Even though it 

                                                
25 Chandler, “Cambodia Deals with its Past,” 360. 
26 David P. Chandler, “Cambodia Deals with its Past: Collective Memory, Demonisation and Induced Amnesia,” 
Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 9, No. 2-3 (June-September 2008): 358. 
27 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 108. 
28 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 4. 
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makes them cry…. The Cambodian people who suffered the war could not understand the war—
and the new generation also cannot understand.”29 
 

For Lam, Tuol Sleng would teach Cambodians the broader story of what happened to the nation 

during the DK years. While working in the S-21 archives in the early 1980s, anthropologist Judy 

Ledgerwood noted that the ministry made a practice to open the museum to the public every 

Sunday in order to encourage Cambodian visitors to come. The ministry stated that the museum 

functioned an “important element in educating the masses.”30  

As a part of the education campaign, Tuol Sleng also sought to alleviate the confusion of 

surviving victims by offering a simple explanation of the genocide. When survivors began to share 

their stories they discovered that they had both similar and different experiences. For example, 

testimonies revealed horrendous KR crimes in the southwestern zones while testimonies from 

the forest regions of the northeastern zones reported relative peace and quiet living.31 Tuol Sleng 

ignored the diversity of survivors’ experiences and instead offered a succinct “monologic 

historical explanation” for the genocide.32 Thus, not only did Tuol Sleng tell each individual what 

their experience was, it also stated that their experience was the same as everyone else. As a 

result the PRK created a collective story of trauma in order to encourage unity among survivors.  

Tuol Sleng also sought to win the trust of the public by encouraging a national sentiment 

of anger and resentment against the genocide. A 1984 state publication expressed the PRK’s 

determination to create a common Khmer emotion. It stated, “the pupils of our eyes are full of 

rage born of agony,” when it described the official national response to the memory of the KR.33 

The PRK reasoned that their popularity would grow if the public might concentrate their anger 

on the DK regime. Ledgerwood’s study of Tuol Sleng confirmed this PRK strategy. She argued 

                                                
29 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 8.  
30 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 108. 
31 Daileeker Pa, Personal interview (2009). 
32 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 110. 
33 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 112. 
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that Tuol Sleng communicated “the state message designed to rally an exhausted and stricken 

population to the new government.”34 The museum sought to reach out to Cambodians by 

offering a new revolutionary cause they could make their own. The PRK national anthem 

reflected this tenor.  

The people of Kampuchea make up a resolute force, 
Determined to destroy the enemy. 

We draw our strength from our unity and stand ready 
To shed our blood for victory. 

The Kampuchean army marches valiantly forward, setting 
Adversity at defiance, 

To destroy the despots who threaten our people 
With extermination 

And bring prosperity to the heroic Kampuchean people! 
The Kampuchean people, fighting stubbornly will make  

The enemy pay his debt of blood! 
The blood-red flag with the towers is raised and  

will lead the nation to happiness and prosperity.35 
 

 Lam hoped that the museum would “prevent [the Cambodian people] from forgetting 

what had happened.”36 Alexander Hinton argued this PRK desire to prevent the forgetfulness of 

the past as part of the PRK project to give Cambodians a vision of the future.37Essentially, the 

PRK sought to empower the survivor and give them the opportunity to fight the enemy of their 

past by depending on the PRK to lead the way.  

Self-Proclaimed Hero 

 The final act of Tuol Sleng addressed the PRK itself. The museum had already declared the 

DK leaders as the perpetrators and the Cambodians as the victims, and so naturally, it proclaimed 

the PRK as the heroes. According to Chandler, these three roles distributed at Tuol Sleng were 

highly compatible with the Cambodian cultural tendency to remember the genocide as a fight 

                                                
34 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 111-112.  
35 Gottesman, Cambodia After the Khmer Rouge, 44-45. 
36 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 8. 
37 Alex Hinton, “Truth, Representation and the Politics of Memory after Genocide,” in People of Virtue: Reconfiguring 
Religion, Power and Moral Order in Cambodia Today, ed. Alexandra Kent and David Chandler, 62-81 (Copenhagen: 
NIAS Publishing, 2008), 69. 
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between good and evil.38 A study by French psychiatrists Jean-Pierre Hiegel and Colette Landrac 

provide understanding for why the dichotomy between good and evil could prove so appealing to 

Cambodians trying to understand the genocide. Both Hiegel and Landrac worked in refugee 

camps on the Thai-Cambodian border in the 1980s. They found that Khmer refugees often 

explained their experiences using a Manichean framework.39  

It is always more comfortable to have a Manichean vision of the world, for that allows us not to ask 
too many questions or at least to have the answer readily at hand. In this fashion, representing the 
Khmer Rouge as a homogenous group of indoctrinated fanatics, the incarnation of absolute evil, 
responsible for all the unhappiness of the Khmer people, is a reductive vision of a complex 
phenomenon but one which a good many people find satisfying.40 
 

 Within this framework, the PRK hoped to situate themselves as the national saviors of 

Cambodia in opposition to the KR. This position set the PRK up as the “true heirs” of a righteous 

cause, arriving “just in time to save the Khmer people from genocide.”41 In the grand drama of 

the museum, the PRK was the hero making a triumphant entrance, defeating evil, saving the day, 

and taking on the role as Cambodia’s guardian. In his study of the politics of representation, 

Hinton found that the PRK used the term khnang—“back”—to refer to itself. The metaphor 

implied that they provided the foundation for Cambodia’s protection.42 More or less, Tuol Sleng 

allowed the PRK to attempt convincing the world that they did not invade Cambodia, but that 

instead, they liberated the country.43 The PRK did not believe they abused their power in 

Cambodia. They believed that they used it for the good of restoring life to their neighbor.  

Stability & Solidarity Revisited 

Thus far, this vision has demonstrated Tuol Sleng as a site of memory. However, 

questions may be raised as to whether the story preserved at Tuol Sleng in fact restored or 

                                                
38 Chandler, “Cambodia Deals with its Past,” 358. 
39 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 9. 
40 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 9. 
41 Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum,” 103-104. 
42 Hinton, “Truth, Representation and the Politics of Memory after Genocide,” 68. 
43 Chandler, Voices from S-21, 5. 
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devastated the memory of the genocide. Hughes maintained that the nature of the Tuol Sleng 

museum deterred the remembrance of the genocide.44 Her analysis featured discussions by 

Jacques Derrida and William Shawcross who argued that often times the conditions of a museum 

cause the past to be forgotten more than remembered. For example, Derrida found the concept 

of physical memory in the form of artifacts as problematic. He argued that the deterioration of 

physical memory might also eventually lead to the deterioration of embodied memory. Physicality, 

he argued, gave memory a “fragility” and susceptibility.”45 Others like Shawcross said that Tuol 

Sleng did more forgetting than remembering because the interests of political agendas overtook 

the real memory of the past.  

[I]n significant ways it seemed by 1983 that propaganda threatened to bury the real and dreadful 
history of the recent past so deeply under new lies, new exaggerations, new ideological 
contraptions, that it was in danger of being obliterated and thus forgotten.46  

 
Shawcross argued that Tuol Sleng refuses to display the past just for itself and instead hides the 

true history of events behind the PRK’s visions. Points made by Derrida and Shawcross suggest 

that Tuol Sleng stripped Cambodian history of its subtle complexities and instead reduced it to a 

simple event. In this story, the genocide was the antagonist, Cambodia was the damsel in the 

distress, and the new state was the prince who brought the story along to a happy ending. Tuol 

Sleng simplified the past and failed to consider the diverse experiences of the genocide.  

In his discussion of memory, Pierre Nora noted the self-defeating process of preservation. 

He noted that often times so much work is exerted into preservation, like that done at Tuol 

Sleng, that the action of remembering ends after the physical work of preservation is done. 

“Memory has been wholly absorbed by its meticulous reconstruction,” wrote Pierre Nora. “Its 

new vocation is to record: delegating to the lieu de mémoire the responsibility of remembering, it 
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sheds its signs upon depositing them there, as a snake sheds its skin.”47 With Nora’s point in 

mind, one sees that at Tuol Sleng, the responsibility to remember existed more with the physical 

artifacts than it did with the human visitors.  

Based off of the points of Nora and other individuals like him, Tuol Sleng is no longer a 

tribute to the victims of S-21 or to Cambodia, but simply a shrine to the PRK’s imagined history. 

Tuol Sleng did not answer any questions for Cambodians, but rather gave them a diluted version 

of history and dismissed the validity of their e\xperiences. Tuol Sleng “routed Cambodia’s 

historical waters in a million different directions,” leaving the national memory of the genocide 

jumbled and unclear.48  

Conclusion: Strength & Solidarity 

In conclusion, the PRK attempt to use Tuol Sleng to restore stability and solidarity in 

Cambodia during the initial years after 1979 was a failed effort. They would have fully achieved 

this but they had a problem. The strength and solidarity they promised sounded like the same 

message that the KR had preached during DK years. Thus, the PRK vision of restoring order in 

Cambodia appeared empty for many Cambodians fearful of organized state power and doubtful of 

their visions and promises. The PRK gospel of “happiness and prosperity” was not convincing 

enough because it bore a tone much too similar to the genocide. 

                                                
47 Quoted in James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1993), 5. 
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Vision No. 2 | NATIONAL IDENTITY, 1988-1993 

After liberation, on the Seventh of January 1979, when the Angkorean motherland and our Khmer people 
were restored to life, all customs and practices, religion and national traditions, were restored. 

Statement by Department of Religion, Kingdom of Cambodia, 199349 
 

The art of memory takes on a different vision of restoration some years after and a little 

distance from Tuol Sleng. From the museum, it is a 15-kilometer drive over red dirt roads to 

the Choeung Ek Genocidal Center. Upon arrival at the center, one can see a large structure 

just beyond the white iron gates of the front entrance (Figure 7). This is the Choeung Ek stupa, 

a monument that was built nearly a decade after the Tuol Sleng museum opened. Next to Tuol 

Sleng, this structure has become Cambodia’s most well known national monument that 

commemorates the genocide.  

The architectural design of the stupa wanders between various traditional and modern 

features, yet for all its intricacies, the monument represents Cambodia in a period of transition. 

Since 1970, three regimes successively attempted to redefine Cambodia, but by the late 1980s, 

a change occurred. Reconciliation efforts grew and during that process various factors came 

into play that facilitated the reestablishment of a historically traditional political and cultural 

structure that been out of place since before 1970. The stupa is an important element of 

Khmer visual culture that tells the story of this transition. But more importantly, the stupa 

represents Cambodia embracing national traditions for the first time since before the genocide. 

Essentially, the stupa endeavors to restore Cambodia’s national identity, that is, a sense of 

independence from aggressor nations and radical ideologies, and peace from civil unrest.     

The Choeung Ek Genocidal Center 

The stupa must first be looked at within the context of the Choeung Ek Genocidal 

Center because it is one of the many elements of the site. The term “killing fields” is used to 
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refer to sites of mass killing and although many of these sites existed in Cambodia during DK 

years, the fields at Choeung Ek are the most well known and have been used as a national icon 

that represents all of Cambodia’s killing fields. Before 1975, the site was a graveyard, but during 

DK years the KR ran the site as grounds for execution and mass burial. Although those 

executed there came from various parts of Cambodia, a majority of the victims were prisoners 

transported from Tuol Sleng. While the Vietnamese came upon Tuol Sleng in 1979, Choeung 

Ek was not discovered until close to a year later. Upon the discovery of the site in 1980, Khmer 

and Vietnamese investigators exhumed 89 of the estimated total 129 mass graves, and they 

removed 8,985 skeletons, which were then treated with chemical preservatives and housed in a 

wooden open-air pavilion on site.50 In 1985, discussion opened to re-house the remains in a 

brick building, but these proposals were dismissed. Later in 1986, a municipal committee 

revived the discussion and initiated a plan to build a stupa to house the remains.51  

Today the land is a memorial site. Visitors who walk past the front gate and proceed 

behind the information board will see a green field dotted by trees (Figure 8). Signs are not 

provided to guide visitors in an ordered tour as there are at Tuol Sleng. Visitors are free to 

roam across the site. Some of the mass graves are marked with signs and covered with a 

shabby wooden patio (Figure 9). Others are unmarked and overgrown with plant life. Upon 

closer look, the visitor might see shards of bone and scraps of clothing, a type of “raw” 

memorial, embedded in the dirt paths that wind across the grounds.52 The Choeung Ek 

Genocidal Center encompasses the entirety of the historical site, but the stupa is the definitive 

centerpiece (Figure 10). Small-scale memorials had already been constructed in provinces 
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across the country since the early 1980s, but these projects grew largely out of local initiative.53 

The Choeung Ek stupa was the state’s first attempt to consolidate the memory of the genocide 

on a national scale using religious symbolism. The stupa is 30 meters tall, has an intricate roof 

inspired by the National Palace in Phnom Penh, and is made up of a large white body that 

supports a glass encasement of the bones that were exhumed in 1980 (Figure 11).  

In the Theravada Buddhist tradition, the stupa is a sacred structure that contains the 

cremated remains of a revered individual, such as a senior monk.54 The traditional stupa, which 

is a common sight at Phnom Penh public religious spaces, has two customary functions. It is a 

rite of mourning that honors the dead. In this sense, the stupa functions as a memorial. And 

second, because constructing a stupa is costly and significant in terms of time and resources, it 

is a form of merit making. A stupa’s patron and community accrues merit for karma.55 

The creators of the Choeung Ek stupa claimed to identify with these two functions, 

however a closer analysis of the stupa demonstrates that it is concerned with issues beyond 

religion. As was discussed earlier, Cambodians historically had understood the concept of 

power to revolve around a particular structure. This structure was centered on three 

institutions: nation, religion, and king.56 For nearly 20 years three successive regimes attacked 

nation, religion, and king, but the stupa marked a change in this pattern. The monument did not 

reinstate these three institutions, but its establishment had important implications for the 
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restoration of Buddhism and nationalism in particular.57 In time, the stupa’s revival of this pair 

made provisions for Cambodia’s newfound sense of national awakening and religious reckoning. 

A National Awakening  

Gauging Cambodian politics during the late 1980s provides the understanding to how 

the stupa triggered first a national awakening in Cambodia. Ironically, the attempt to recreate a 

cohesive national identity in Cambodia came out of a war between competing ideologies, 

political parties, and interest groups. A key year to focus on is 1988. Before then the PRK did 

control Phnom Penh, but the order in the capital contrasted with the unrest in other parts of 

the country. The CGDK under the leadership of the monarch in exile Prince Norodom 

Sihanouk had been waging war against the PRK since 1982 and controlled pockets of territory 

along the western front. International alliances only increased Cambodia’s domestic tension. 

China backed the CGDK, allowing them to pursue their efforts against the PRK, and the Soviet 

Union supported Vietnam, allowing them to maintain their ground in Phnom Penh against the 

CGDK. And lastly, the United States and her regular allies feared that the Vietnamese 

association with the PRK, socialism would take root in Cambodia. The dynamics of the time 

stretched Cambodia in several directions, but when Vietnamese troops began to withdraw 

from Cambodia in 1989, the pandemonium seemed to be settling down. The same year, the 

PRK changed its name to the State of Cambodia (SOC). Though the state retained the same 

political leaders and parties, the change in name was part of the strategy to convince the public 

that the SOC was not a Vietnamese “puppet.”58 The SOC needed to show that they were not 

servants to alien nations or ideologies, but that they were committed to the idea of an 
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institutions of power—nation, religion, and king—were reappropriated in Cambodia during this period of time. 
This paper will focus on the stupa’s relation to the points of religion and nation. Though these were formative 
years for the reemergence of the monarchy, it did not play a significant role in direct relation to the stupa. 
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independent and autonomous Cambodia. They envisioned themselves as the heirs to national 

traditions that the genocide and the PRK abandoned. 

Political analysts during the late 1980s added that the SOC’s initiative for nationalism 

also grew out of a desire to reconcile the various groups vying for power in Cambodia. 

Reconciliation appeared to be inevitable because the battling groups were dwindling in morale, 

resources, and popular support.59 The added openness towards reconciliation ushered in a new 

sense of nationalism devoid of blatant alignment with political ideologies or foreign countries. 

The change was even evident in political rhetoric during late PRK years. On October 8, 1987 

the PRK issued a five-point peace plan shaped by the goal “to build a peaceful, independent, 

democratic, neutral and non-aligned Cambodia”60 The words reflected a new definition for 

Cambodian nationalism that sought to break down factions and foster unification. Meanwhile, 

power was gradually transferred from Vietnamese to Cambodian hands. In 1991, the 

Kampuchea People’s Revolutionary Party changed its name to the Cambodian People’s Party 

and issued the “New Political Platform,” which stated: 

The traditions, customs and cultural heritage of the nation must be preserved and glorified, as 
well as the traditions of all the nationalities living in the Cambodian national community.61 
 

The new political platform did not intend to create a new Cambodia, but to bring the nation 

back to its roots and its “cultural heritage.” The stupa embodied the same tone of the state’s 

new platform. Whereas Tuol Sleng defined Cambodia with 20th century political ideologies and 

alliances, the Choeung Ek stupa defined the nation with traditional cultural concepts. 

A Religious Reckoning 
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Many Cambodians would agree that Buddhism is central, if not the definition, of the 

Khmer culture. Thus, the late 1980s Cambodian government attempting to restore national 

traditions viewed the stupa as the ideal structure to commemorate the genocide. The addition 

of the stupa at Choeung Ek site signaled yet another transition in Cambodia: the restoration of 

Buddhism as the official religion and thus an integral element of the nation’s identity. 

Although Buddhism had been a fundamental component of public life in Cambodia for 

hundreds of years, it did not enjoy the same position under the DK and PRK regimes. The KR 

abolished Buddhism, stripped the religious institutional hierarchy of its power, and assumed 

authority of moral order.62 In 1978, DK Minister of Culture, Information, and Propaganda Yun 

Yat stated, “Buddhism is dead, and the ground had been cleared for the foundations of a new 

revolutionary culture.”63 Early PRK leaders did overturn the anti-Buddhist policies of the KR, 

but only to a limited extent for political purposes. According to Ian Harris, the early PRK used 

religion only for “cosmetic and propaganda reasons.”64 It was used to give Cambodians the 

assurance that the government would restore all aspects of the Cambodian culture. However, 

as Harris explained, the PRK carried on with the suppression of Buddhism because it challenged 

the state’s socialist stances.”65 Foreign observers in Cambodia during the PRK era noted seeing 

portraits of Marx and Ho Chi Minh next to Buddha images on monastery sites.66 A PRK 

document entitled “Buddhism and the Fatherland” defined religion as the servant of the state.  

1. To learn the significance of the political line 
2. To educate the laity with regard to party ideas 
3. To model themselves on the Buddha and fight the enemy 
4. To preserve and cultivate the patriotic and revolutionary spirit exemplified by monks like Ven. 

Hem Chieu and Achar Mean 
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5. To preserve the cultural heritage 
6. To promote and improve production among the people so that their living standards may be enhanced 
7. To assist in building social service establishments 
8. To carry out all of the above to achieve victory67 

 
Religion was essentially a state institution, but conditions later changed for it just as they 

did for nationalism. First, the state sanctioned public religious performances. In 1988, the public 

mass ordination of some 1500 monks took place in Phnom Penh.68 National policies favorably 

recognized the Buddhist priesthood. That same year, the state removed the age restriction for 

ordination and increased funding for monastery renovation and building projects.69 The stupa at 

Choeung Ek was made possible by funding of this kind.70 On the whole, signs of a national 

religious life increased rapidly. From 1985-1989 there were an estimated 7,250 monks, but 

within a couple of years after the lift of the age restriction, that number more than doubled to 

16,400.71 In April 1989, the National Assembly of the PRK amended its constitution and 

declared Buddhism the official religion of Cambodia.72 

Hence, the growing benevolence towards Buddhism favored the building of the stupa. In 

1987, the Phnom Penh municipal government commissioned architect Lim Ourk to design a 

stupa to permanently house the remains that were sitting in the wooden pavilion at Choeung 

Ek.73 Initially, Ourk submitted three drafts. All three were similar except for the roofs, which 

ranged in style from modern linear to traditional ornate. Khmer citizens did not play a role in 

the decision process, but of the three designs, the municipality chose the most ornate because 

they believed that it would suit the traditional tastes of the rural people.74 Aside from these 

details it is important to note that the Choeung Ek stupa was a Cambodian production. 
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According to Ourk, the Vietnamese did not participate except to provide guidance on 

preserving the bones.75 Aid from socialist countries funded the project, but the Phnom Penh 

municipality covered the costs for labor.76 The memorial was open for viewing by late 1988.  

Much of the stupa’s design was rooted in Buddhist symbolism. The architecture for the 

Royal Palace in Phnom Penh inspired the stupa’s elaborate roof, which consisted of a series of 

layers reminiscent of umbrellas, the “honorific and auspicious emblems” of monks in 

Cambodia.77 The edge of the roof featured sky tassels and mythological naga snake designs, 

both of which are believed to protect again evil spirits.78  

The main element of the Ourk’s stupa is the body, which is Ourk’s modern adaptation 

of the traditional Buddhist stupa, a large, visible glass case that contains shelves of uncremated 

remains (Figure 12). Some tools and a pair of shackles are strewn on the floor beneath the 

lowest shelf of the case, but the bones are the focal piece in the case. The bones, which were 

originally exhumed and stored in the 1980 wooden pavilion, are organized by sex and age, and 

the skulls are arranged to look outward toward the four cardinal points (Figure 13). By housing 

the remains, the stupa attempts to honor the victims of the genocide with a place of reverence.  

National Identity Revisited 

The Choeung Ek stupa spoke clearly of its intent to foster a national identity for 

Cambodia by restoring the cultural concepts of nation and religion. Conversely, its memory of 

the genocide is much less clear and rather ambiguous and contradicting. The stupa battled 

between holding on to and letting go of the past. A closer look at the two sides will provide 

further understanding to this friction. 
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Remembering to Hold On 

The first side of the dilemma understood the stupa as the exhibit that displayed the hard 

evidence to prove the crimes of the genocide in order to hold on to the past. As the 

informational brochure at Choeung Ek stated, the stupa acted as “a symbol of cruel and 

barbarous homicide during the Khmer Rouge Communist Regime.”79 Like Tuol Sleng, the 

stupa’s nature of permanence as a monument intended to preserve the physical memory of DK 

atrocities. For many, the bones verified the genocide. “It’s the proof,” stated Mai Lam, the 

Vietnamese designer of Tuol Sleng who led the bone preservation work for the Choeung Ek 

stupa.80 According to the official brochure and information board at Choeung Ek, the site’s role 

is to display the “typical evidences” of genocidal crimes committed by the DK regime.81 Hughes 

elaborates the claim. She points out that the physical remains are important sources of “legal 

evidence,” and perhaps even the only sources, as the victims are dead and many survivors who 

remains are afraid to testify.82 Today, having evidence to prove the genocide seems unnecessary 

because of the research that has developed in the last thirty years. However this was not the 

case in the 1980s, when the extent of DK crimes was not familiar to audiences outside of 

Cambodia. 

In addition to using the remains as evidence, the stupa also holds on to them as physical 

memory. Traditionally, the remains stored in a stupa are cremated, and according to Youk 

Chhang, director of the Documentation Center of Cambodia, many Cambodians consider the 

stupa’s exhibit of remains “a great offense and tantamount to a second violence being done to 
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victims.”83 Ourk acknowledged the stupa’s unorthodox presentation, but he explained that this 

served the purpose of holding on to the material memory of the victim. In his interview with 

Rachel Hughes he commented on the “contradiction”:   

It is a particular Buddhist style… usually the idea is about cremation, cremated remains, nothing 
remains, only ashes. But this one, the idea is to preserve all the skulls and bones of the victims, 
so it is like a contradiction. The idea that we want to keep something, something that remains.84 
 

As the designer, Ourk’s hope was that the material remains of the genocide would embody the 

immaterial memory of the genocide’s victims so that Cambodian survivors and foreign visitors 

would remember what was done to them. Hughes expounded on Ourk’s thought:  

The memorial does not attempt to ‘show justice’ to—or in any way symbolically redeem—the 
dead, as is the case in other memorial traditions. Instead it preserves, and thereby further 
illustrates, the political injustice of the victims’ deaths through a larger signifier of socio-religious 
injustice or impropriety.85 
 
The stupa was to function as the corroboration of the genocide. According to Hughes’ 

response to Ourk’s explanation, the stupa did not intend to “redeem” the dead. It could not do 

this because it broke with the customs of the traditional stupa. Rather, the stupa intended to 

signify the “injustice” and “impropriety” done to the dead by their perpetrators. As a 

monument defined by physical permanence, the Choeung Ek stupa holds onto the past.  

Remembering to Let Go 

On the contrary, the stupa has a very different function when examined from a religious 

standpoint. Under this light, the stupa appears to have intended to mourn the human loss of the 

genocide not by holding on to the past, but by letting go. In traditional Buddhist funerary rites, 

the cremation process is a reflection of the precept of non-self. According to this idea, one 

must reject the permanent, whether in the form of possessions, resentments, or desires. One 
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must live in the present and dwell in impermanence.86 In Buddhist thought, cremation is an act 

of impermanence because it releases the spirit of the dead from its physical state and grants it 

passage to rebirth.87 This concept is implied in the very blatant religious symbolism of the stupa, 

which in effect works to let go of the past.  

A Memory Lost in Transition 
 

Choeung Ek is a cycle of contradiction because it wanders between holding on and 

letting go of the past. On one side, the stupa intended to hold on to the remains, however the 

obvious religious symbolism prevented it from doing this. On the other side, the stupa intended 

to let the spirits of the dead go on their way, however the uncremated remains hindered it 

from functioning this way. As a result of this paradox, the memory of the genocide at Choeung 

Ek is lost in transition. Its message is unclear and ambiguous. Does it remember the genocide in 

order to pursue resentment and retribution? Or does it remember the genocide in order to 

preach the virtues of letting go and forgiveness? 

The contradiction had implications for Cambodia’s national identity. One was forced to 

ask whether the stupa promoted the image of Cambodia as a nation that mourned through 

seeking justice for the crimes or mourned through granting remission for the crimes. The 

visitor’s brochure at the site goes back and forth between these sides. 

In 1989, Choeung Ek killing field became a significant center to [prove] brutal and barbarous 
activities of UCKRR [Ultra Communist Khmer Rouge Regime]. In the same time, it has been 
being used as a national center for the consecration of spirit of over 3 million people who had 
lost their lives in this regime. Therefore, a killing charnel was built in order to achieve this 
purpose.88 

 
The first sentence illustrated the site as a means of holding on to the evidence that proved KR 

crimes. The second sentence described the site as a source of letting go of the spirits of the 
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victims. And lastly the third sentence explained the stupa as a means of holding onto the 

physical memory of the victims. The ideas communicated in the brochure were inconsistent and 

made the purpose of the stupa convoluted. Granted, ambiguity in a monument has the ability to 

make a powerful impression on an audience, however the stupa roamed between two 

extremes: prosecution and pardon. The distance is too great between these points and so the 

purpose of the stupa is uncertain and its impact less effective.  

My Relatives (2008) by veteran Cambodian artist Suos Sodavy (b. 1955) addresses the 

issue of ambiguity with which the stupa struggles (Figure 14). It does not replace and solve the 

problems of national sites like Choeung Ek or Tuol Sleng, but it may offer new routes for 

understanding the genocide. From afar, My Relatives looks like a mess of splattered dots, but 

upon examination the viewer will see a crowd of heads in shades of black and blue floating in 

the midst of the space of the work. In 1976, Sodavy lost 29 family members and this piece 

illustrates the interminable mourning of the many more lost to the genocide. Whereas Tuol Sleng 

and Choeung Ek attempt to offer a comprehensive way of dealing with the past, My Relatives uses 

color and composition to suggest that the act of memory and justice is a fragile endeavor that 

must be navigated carefully and may never end. The piece’s mass of uncountable and 

indistinguishable individuals conveys the pain of an indefinable lost. Like Choeung Ek, Sodavy 

illustrates memory in transition, but his piece achieves a traditional Buddhist stupa’s purpose 

better than at the Choeung Ek monument. The faceless, fading outlines of the figures in My 

Relatives have the sense of impermanence so crucial to the Buddhist non-self. The Choeung Ek 

stupa is at odds with this and thus self-defeating. In 2002, King Norodom Sihanouk wrote to the 

Prime Minister Hun Sen, requesting that the bones at Choeung Ek be finally cremated and given 
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proper Buddhist funeral rites, but the request was defeated in a national referendum.89 The 

bones permanently remain in the stupa today. 

Conclusion: National Identity 

What truly sets the Choeung Ek stupa apart from the Tuol Sleng museum is its 

definition of Cambodia’s national identity. Whereas Tuol Sleng defined Cambodia using the 

names of political leaders and ideologies, Choeung Ek defined the nation as the collection of its 

people. What is important is that the stupa housed not the perpetrators, but the victims. 

Cambodian art historian Boreth Ly argues that the stupa empowered the victims over their 

perpetrators. 90 He notes that in the skull formation of the stupa, 

…the powers of vision are reversed: it is now the dead who do the surveillance. The dead stare 
hauntingly and obdurately back at both the survivors and the killers, reminding us all of this 
violent chapter in Cambodian history and memory.91 

 
According to Ly, the stupa gave the victims the power to look, judge, write history, and guide 

memory. And consequently, the victims in the stupa represent all Cambodians, and thus, the 

final component of Cambodia’s national identity. With the people in the picture, Cambodia’s 

national identity can be defined as a reconciled country of people restored to their national 

cultural traditions. It sought to restore Cambodian society by means that were not defined 

purely by political allegiances, foreign alliances, or theories and ideologies. Rather, it sought to 

restore Cambodia’s identity by means that were defined as Cambodian. 
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Vision No. 3 | CULTURAL NORMALCY, 1993-2009 

Negotiate a river by following its bends; Enter a country by following its customs. 
Khmer Proverb92 
 

Whereas Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek were largely the state’s responses to the genocide, 

the works of art discussed in this section of the paper represent the responses of individual 

Cambodian artists. These individuals, many of them survivors of the genocide, believed that much 

of Cambodian life had been destroyed as a result of the DK regime—family, religion, education, 

economy, politics, infrastructure, livelihood. Haing Ngor, physician and author who portrayed 

Dith Pran in The Killing Fields, the post-1979 Cambodian scene a “parade of the selfish and the 

dying.”93 Gottesman wrote that it had become a “bewildering void,” for Cambodia in 1979, “a 

fragmented landscape of violence, grief, anger, and uncertainty.”94  

In their study of Cambodian culture after 1975, anthropologists May Ebihara, Carol 

Mortland, and Judy Ledgerwood found that Khmer communities believed that the KR broke 

Cambodia down into disordered parts that had not yet been reconstituted.95 Thus, the authors 

wrote, in order to create continuity in their culture, the Khmer had to reinvent traditions. 96 In 

the process of this cultural reconstitution, Cambodian artists chose particular symbols as the 

“embodiment of ‘Khmerness.’”97 According to Muan, these artists found “the meaning of 

‘Cambodian’ laid in the icons of the past and in the imagined habits of the traditional life in the 

countryside.98 This revivalist movement became especially prevalent among the students 
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returning to Cambodia in the early 1990s after finishing their art education abroad. 99 The new 

generation of Cambodian artists played an important role in what Muan refers to as the 

“Restoration Culture,” an effort that sought to reconstruct Cambodia by resurrecting the 

classical cultural images.100 Some of these images were common motifs in Khmer paintings.  

Two in particular were the krama and the landscape. Both of these icons were 

characteristically Cambodian, but their images were tainted by the DK regime and many 

Cambodians often associated them with the genocide. Nonetheless, this did not keep Cambodian 

artists from using the image of the krama and the landscape in their work. To a certain extent, 

the efforts of Cambodian artists to revive such Cambodian images and symbols have restored a 

sense of cultural normalcy these familiar icons.  

The Krama 

One of these familiar icons is the krama, a quintessentially Cambodian object. A shopper 

browsing the market stalls in Phnom Penh will find piles of neatly folded kramas in several colors 

and sizes. The traditional krama features the well-known checkered pattern spun from red, white, 

or blue spools of cotton thread.101 In Khmer art, kramas drape around necks, heads, chests, or 

waists. In the documentary Nice Hat!, Khmer filmmaker Rithy Panh waved around his red krama 

as he recounted all of its uses. “You can dry yourself, you can chase off the mosquitoes, you can 

wear it for protection from the sun,” he listed. “If you are fed up, you throw it in the corner. 

Then you grab it and go swim with it. Le krama est genial!”102 For the average Cambodian, the 

krama was a classically basic necessity. 
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However, the krama also represented part of the KR uniform and thus became tainted 

with the genocide. Most of the time, if not always, photographs of the KR showed men, women, 

and children dressed in simple black garb, rubber sandals, and a krama. It was the “fashion” of the 

times.103 Paintings often identify the KR with a red or blue-checkered krama, particularly in Vann 

Nath’s series of paintings, Scenes from the S-21 Secret Prison of the Khmer Rouge. Many of them 

depict prison guards with kramas that contrast strongly with the bleak clothing everyone else 

wears in the paintings. Except for the occasional bit of sky or tree in the paintings, the kramas on 

the cadres are the only source of bright color and thus distinguished them from everyone else. It 

symbolized authority. In one of the rooms at the museum, photographs display krama-clad 

cadres. Panh, who produced the documentary S-21: The Killing Machine (2007), commented on 

the kramas in the photos: 

It’s a part of us, you know. But it became a symbol of the Khmer Rouge. Of war. Of violence. 
These small, young soldiers with the Chinese caps and the krama around their neck. And then, we 
saw so many people tied up with it. And blindfolded or killed, brought like that to execution. It left 
a big mark. We are marked by this object. It became something violent. You could say the Khmer 
Rouge…indoctrinated the krama, gave it a kind of ideology.104  
  

The krama also signaled KR ownership, as Child of Anka (2008) by Chan Nawath (b. 1975) 

illustrates (Figure 15). Like an identification tag, the bold and dominating red krama around the 

neck claims the child as the possession of Anka, a name KR cadres used to refer to the 

omnipotent regime. Children of Anka were, as Nawath described, “torn away from their 

parents,” because Anka was their father, mother, brother, sister, and only and entire family.105  

The East is Red (2002) by Samnang Yong (b. 1971) (Figure 16) illustrates the krama not as a 

marker of possession but as a symbol of power. Yong’s painting is based on his own experience: 

one night in 1979 he, his two brothers, and sister-in-law tried to cross into a safe zone but were 
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caught by KR cadres along the way.106 The painting features six KR cadres surrounding a bleeding 

Buddha, Yong and his family on their knees, and a white figure symbolizing the present day spirit 

of Yong revisiting the memory of his past. In this piece, the only individuals with a red krama are 

the KR cadres. The krama signifies their dominating authority over the miniscule, prostrating 

“krama-less” figures in the center. The krama serves as the KR regalia of menace and authority. 

Yet, Cambodian artists have not restricted the krama to the KR. Other paintings seek to 

restore this image as a symbol of the Cambodian’s everyday life. Although it is difficult to 

challenge the visual association between the red krama and the KR, a number of paintings depict 

Cambodians wearing it out of the context of the genocide.  

Such is the case in both Svay Ken’s We Have Only Ourselves and Our Five Children (2000) 

and Tum Saren’s Rice Collecting (2000). Art by Svay Ken (1933-2008) is most identifiable by its raw 

and childlike qualities.107 We Have Only Ourselves and Our Five Children employs this style (Figure 

17). It is the last in a series of 14 paintings Ken produced in a project entitled, History of My Family, 

which documents the experiences of Ken’s family, beginning with their evacuation from Phnom 

Penh in 1975, to their reunion in 1979. The painting depicts Ken, his wife, and their five children 

standing beneath a tree set against the backdrop of the night. While the kramas disappear in The 

East is Red, they emerge distinctly in Ken’s painting. Each member of Ken’s family claims 

ownership over their own blue krama. Panh described this ownership as unbreakable.  

I know the Khmer Rouge had changed the meaning I gave to the krama. And after that, I needed 
a lot of time to relearn to like the krama. But nevertheless the krama belongs to the 
Cambodians. It is part of our daily life. This piece of fabric is an integral part of our daily life.108 
 

Other paintings in this series by Ken depict KR cadres with kramas as well, but the 14th and final 

painting restores that the krama to its rightful owner.  
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In Rice Collecting, Tum Saren (b. 1957) also restores the innocence of the krama in the 

context of Khmer agricultural work (Figure 18). The three women standing near the center are 

sharing the weight of a stalk of rice, and each of them wears a krama wrapped around her head. 

One is white, the second is red, and the third is blue—the three traditional krama colors and also 

the colors of Cambodia’s flag since 1993. Again, like the colors in Svay Ken’s We Have Only 

Ourselves and Our Five Children, the colors reclaim a vision for national identity that leaves out the 

KR. Saren’s painting also emphasizes the krama’s functionality. It is useful for a day’s work in the 

field. The artist brings the krama out of the context of the genocide and restores it to its daily 

use. It keeps the long hair out of the women’s faces and cools them after the harvest. The focus 

of Saren’s painting was not a cadre, a victim, or painful and unbearable labor. Rather, Saren’s 

purpose was to portray the slow and calm task of working on the land. 

Sylvain Lim, a Cambodian clothing designer, described the krama as Cambodia’s eternal 

emblem, a symbol that would adapt to changing time but would never cease to represent the 

Cambodian culture.    

The style, of the krama, it’s a little bit different from before. Because it’s not the same life. But 
basically, it’s the same gesture, repeated from generation to generation. The krama is like the 
Cambodian coat of arms. When we see the krama, we know it’s Cambodian. And we hope the 
krama long outlives us.109 
 

According to Lim and other individuals like him, the krama will always be there—before, 

during, and after genocide. In art and in the innocent intimacies of the Cambodian’s daily 

life, it is here to stay for the rice collector to keep cool in the sun, for the survivor of the 

genocide to hold on to.  

The Landscape 
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 Another familiar image in Khmer art is the landscape. Like the krama, it appears to have 

survived the changes in time even over hundreds of years. Along with ancient temples the 

landscape has been a popular subject in Khmer art since the Angkor era of the 12th to 14th 

century.110 Chinese envoy Zhou Dagan took note of these images when he wrote about the 

expansive Khmer landscape upon his visit to Angkor from 1296 to 1297. 111 The prominence of 

the landscape in Khmer art has withstood time since his Cambodian journey, but the genocide 

gave the landscape a new meaning that sullied the exoticism of Zhou Dagan’s adventures. Yet as 

was the case with the krama, recent Khmer art has attempted to detach the Cambodian 

landscape from association with the genocide. Vann Nath’s The Last Moment (2004) and The Village 

of My Birth (1998) depict the Khmer landscape, albeit in very different forms. Vann Nath’s work 

regularly used some form of landscape. However, his ability to paint the landscape in 

compositions that are not associated with the context of the genocide demonstrates that the 

landscape, like the krama, is another element of Khmer culture that Cambodian artists endeavor 

to restore.  

Khmer landscapes in genocide art are often juxtaposed with the idea of suffering and 

death. For example, in The Last Moment, Zhou Dagan’s tree-covered plains and forests turn into a 

scene of pain and death (Figure 19). The painting focuses on a KR cadre leading a blindfolded man 

to his execution. The two figures take up most of the painting except for the space on the left, 

which is filled with a Cambodian sunset, an overcast sky, and a cluster of palm trees. For the man, 

the landscape holds no freedom, only his execution and his end. 
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The wild landscape—or the “macabre mortuary landscape” as Penny Edwards calls it—is 

filled with memory for many Cambodian survivors of the genocide.112 For the majority of 

Cambodians, life under the DK regime meant facing the wild, uninhabited landscape. The KR 

emptied urban centers across the country and dispersed the populations across rural provinces. 

Landscapes took the place of cityscapes. And although landscapes were aesthetically idyllic, they 

were symbolically horrific. In Phnom Penh, Muan found that most contemporary Khmer urban 

dwellers she came across disliked landscape paintings because the scenes summoned strong 

memories of the KR.113 This could be said of The Last Moment. Because Vann Nath spent most of 

the DK years at S-21, one may assume that The Last Moment takes place near S-21. Yet, 

regardless of where Vann Nath imagined this scene, the landscape taunted genocide survivors 

with its cruel irony. It was the setting of unseen beauty and visible death.  

In The Village of My Birth, Vann Nath tells a completely different story (Figure 20). Clouds 

fall like snow in the blue sky, full green trees sprout and spread, cows graze contentedly, and a 

man lies restfully under a tree, playing his flute.  

My picture wishes to show what life ideally can be like in the countryside. The cowherd lying under 
the tree is free in his heart. He is his own master and does not suffer from oppression or 
intimidation. He lives honestly by his own labor, in peace and harmony with his surroundings. He 
has no fear of anything….114 
 

 In this painting, the land symbolizes the wistfulness and longing one has for home. “Images 

of the lost homeland,” explain Hodgkin and Radstone, “can be passed down generations, 

summoning up loyalties and nostalgia.115 Nath’s painting affirms that the memory of the homeland, 

like the krama, is potent enough even to dissociate from the memory of the genocide. In her 
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study of the place of the forest in Khmer culture, Penny Edwards describes the tree as a symbol 

of shelter and as a repository of the ancestral spirits that the Khmer people believed brought 

protection.116 The tree in Vann Nath’s painted homeland points to the belief that the land, despite 

its association with the genocide, is still open to peace. 

The landscape in Nath’s painting contrasts strongly with the concept of displacement and 

pollution that some survivors identify with the genocide. For instance, Vaty Pa could not 

remember all of the places she had lived during the genocide because she was constantly 

relocated to different labor camps. 117 She had no sense of home. Edwards described this practice 

as the KR’s attempt to “demolish the social habitus” and exterminate “attachments to specific 

places.”118 Pa also remembered the effects labor camps had on the environment. Workers cut 

Trees were cut down for lumber, canals were dug to provide irrigation, and human waste was 

improperly disposed. “Whenever we came to a new place,” Pa described, “we just polluted 

it.”119 The Village of My Birth strongly contrasts with Pa’s description. So the flute player takes 

refuge in the land that gave him life. Everything around him is pure and clean.      

Vann Nath gave the landscape very different meanings with these two paintings. Though 

he acknowledged that the Khmer landscape held memories of pain, suffering, and death, he also 

showed that memories of home and belonging could save the image of the landscape from the 

depravity of the genocide.  

Cultural Normalcy Revisited 

The life of normalcy in pieces like Rice Collecting and The Village of my Birth are pleasing and 

enjoyable, and they typically do not call for much change. However, Muan discussed that such art 
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has the potential to become detrimental to the work of memory because they desire normalcy 

and idealism so strongly that they forget truth and reality.  

In the picture-perfect smoothness of the paintings they make in multiples, they refute any sign of 
their own histories. One could call this the blankness of trauma. Or is it the will of the damaged 
to forget and go on?120 
 

Rice Collecting and The Village of My Birth are important to remember as a part of the Khmer 

cultural inheritance. However at the same time, they should not take away from reminding its 

audiences to acknowledge the present existence of social ills. Some works by Cambodian artists 

challenge the masquerade of normalcy, which Muan described as false images. 

The idyllic countryside scenes, untouched by poverty, pollution, or, for that matter, any mark of 
he 20th century – there perfectly smooth, coyly smiling women, the ideal un-peopled views of 
Angkor – these are all precisely the opposite of everyday life in Cambodia today.121 

 
As the 1990s developed, some Khmer artists began to challenge the notion of restored 

normalcy in Cambodian society. As a group, the works of these individuals criticized the 

genocide in order to bring attention to the reality of the “everyday life in Cambodia today.” 

They sought to critique Cambodian contemporary society by finding similarities between the 

present day and the genocide. Selected works of Cambodian veteran painter Tum Saren and 

the younger Cambodiian artist Chath pierSath do just this. Works by both artists envisioned 

the genocide as a fluid event in modern Cambodian history. In other words, the genocide did 

not end in 1979, but its effects lasted.  

Though Saren’s Rice Collecting does not fall into this category, the three paintings of his 

series, the Remains of War, do contest the claim of restored normalcy. In The Wait of the 

Orphans to pick up scraps of food (1999), Saren delves into the issue of the many children who 

were left without families by the DK regime’s end (Figure 22). Saren depicts two orphans in a 

rural setting. Next to a young girl clutching a bowl of food is a young boy on a crutch being 
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assisted by two men. Saren made a remark on the piece:  

The picture entitled "The Wait of the Orphans to pick up scraps of food" is meant to show clearly 
that war leads only to destruction and despair. The countryside ordinarily is a place where people 
farm, thus growing things which fulfill their needs. These orphans, however, have no such place, nor 
a family or caring society to help them not to feel hunger.122 
 

 Saren depicts how the consequences of the genocide robbed the children in the present 

day of their youth and innocence. They were forced to become adults and in the process of 

growing up too quickly they became socially crippled. Short memoirs written by Cambodians 

who were children during the genocide compare closely to the conditions indicated in Saren’s 

painting.123 Altogether the stories reflect what Ben Kiernan described as a “world turned upside 

down” for the children, who were not only orphaned from their biological families, but also 

from their youth and innocence.124  

 Children are common subjects in the works of Khmer artist Chath pierSath (b. 1970), 

who was orphaned during the genocide. It Poverty, Landmines, Prostitution (2002) three children 

represent one element of the title (Figure 22). A thin, ragged child on the left embodies poverty, a 

one-legged boy on crutches embodies landmines, and the young girl in a dress on the right 

embodies prostitution. A crowd of blurred faces float in the background behind them. The figures 

are transparent and ghostlike, on the verge of blowing over. Their bodies are lost in the darkness, 

a color pattern that pierSath incorporates in his work to represent a world “full of 

contradictions, war and genocide.”125 pierSath’s piece conveys not only his memory of the 

genocide, but also what he sees in Cambodia today. According to the United Nations Children’s 
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Fund (UNICEF), poverty affects 45% of Cambodian children.126 In 2004, half of all landmine 

casualties involved children.127 In the year after, it was estimated that 30% of Cambodians in the 

forced sex worker industry were under the age of 18.128 To Saren and pierSath, the world for 

the Cambodian child is still very much still upside down.   

Saren continues to illustrate the imprint of the genocide on the present day in his next 

painting in the series, After the Genocidal Regime (1999). The painting shows two men, two 

women, and a young child, all sitting down and sharing a meal (Figure 23). The scene bears a 

striking similarity to descriptions of life in the KR labor camps. First, the genders are separated. 

The two men on the left face away from the two women who sit next to each other with the 

child. Conventions differed in various DK labor camps, but people were generally separated by 

gender and age during the workday and sometimes congregated together during meals. Second, 

their appearance is simple. Their clothing is bare and black, the typical KR laborer uniform. The 

women’s hair is cropped above the shoulders, also the typical KR haircut for females. Saren 

implies that the “during” and “after” of the genocidal regime were one and the same.  

The Return Home from War (1999), Saren’s third painting in the series illustrates the 

failed restoration of normalcy (Figure 24). The subject is an elderly man sitting on the ground 

uncomfortably with his legs crossed. A bleak landscape stretches behind him. His left arm is 

missing. All of his possessions include an empty bowl that he clutches with his right hand, a blue 

cup to his right, and a blanket draped on his leg. He has returned home from the war, but he 

has left part of himself behind, both figuratively and literally. The war has claimed both his 

memory and his body. He is now but a fragment of a human being, simply the living remains of 
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the war. His physical and non-physical wholeness has been dismembered by the genocide and 

to recover the missing parts is impossible. This piece by Saren suggests that a return to 

normalcy is near impossible, an ideal situation is out of sight, and the effects of the genocide are 

permanent and irreversible. For this man, the promise of restoration is as empty as his 

expression.  

The Remains of the War series and Poverty, Landmines, and Prostitution show both the 

naivety and impossibility of restoration after the genocide, and they imply that normalcy is only 

wishful thinking, a distraction from reality, and a form of escapism. Saren, pierSath and other 

modern Cambodian artists conscious of social justice issues propose that the return to normalcy 

is not yet complete and never will be. Rather, it is a continual, progressive process that requires 

one to face the harsh realities of the present.  

Conclusion: Cultural Normalcy 

The comparison of Rice Collecting and The Village of My Birth against those pieces by Saren 

and pierSath illustrates the range of conflicting responses that Cambodians have produced toward 

the memory of the genocide. Yet, the disparity yields valuable insight into the ways that 

Cambodians have coped with their experiences of the genocide. Some find consolation in 

blocking out the traumatic memory of the genocide and remembering the good that once 

existed. Meanwhile others deal with their pain by putting their painful experiences out for 

exposure and observation. Either way symbols like the krama and landscape will continue to 

exist. Even now, years after the genocide, they are still part of the Cambodian culture. 
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Conclusion | THE ART OF MEMORY 

On the one hand, memories are divided and organized into levels of meaning, into archipelagos, sometimes 
separated by gulfs; on the other, memory remains that capacity to traverse, to move back through time, 
without anything, in principle, preventing the pursuit of this movement, without any end to its continuity. 

Paul Ricoeur129 
 

Thus far, this paper has discussed how Khmer art and visual culture envisioned 

restoration and remembered the genocide. It has traced Cambodian history since the genocide 

and found three major developments that had significant implications for the art of remembering 

the genocide in Cambodia. The first development took place at the Tuol Sleng museum, which 

was a part of the PRK’s agenda during the early 1980s to restore stability and solidarity in 

Cambodia. Tuol Sleng’s memory of the genocide was highly politicized and simplified. This paper’s 

second development focuses on the late 1980s when the PRK-turned SOC government built the 

Choeung Ek stupa. Symbols of nationhood and religion integrated in the design of the stupa 

affirmed a new national identity for Cambodia that the state reinforced with an effort to revive 

national traditions. The stupa encouraged a remembrance of the genocide driven by a national, 

culturally Cambodian style of collective mourning. The third and final development of this paper 

concerns individual works of art by independent Cambodian artists. These pieces, which emerged 

beginning in the 1990s, integrated familiar cultural images and symbols that had been tainted by 

association with the genocide. Such pieces attempt to return the images and symbols to their 

cultural normalcy that had existed before the genocide. 

The layering of these three developments resembles what Ly describes as the 

“reconstruction of vision” that occurs when a group of people remember their shared history. 

According to Ly, the genocide devastated Cambodia’s vision—their ability to perceive and 
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understand the past.130 The solution, says Ly, is to build a vision of the genocide from the many 

scattered memories of survivors.   

The reconstruction of vision traumatized and devastated by the Khmer Rouge depends on the 
will of the living. Remembering equals seeing equals remembering. The reassembling and sharing 
of a series of fragmented images from the minds of survivors contributes to the collective 
memory of the massacre and violence that took place under the Khmer Rouge.131 
 
The individual plays an essential role in constructing the memory of the community 

because he or she has the ability to share the details of a memory solely unique to their 

experience. “For even though groups share socially constructed assumptions and values that 

organize memory into roughly similar patterns,” Young said, “individuals cannot share another’s 

memory any more than they can share another’s cortex.”132 

For this reason, the art of memory practiced at the Tuol Sleng museum and the Choeung 

Ek stupa are faulty. Memories at these places are driven more by large-scale political and national 

interests than they are by the Cambodian people. They provide a wealth of information as sites of 

history, but they provide little as sites of memory because the story of the individual does not 

exist there.  

Yet, however important the individual may be, it must also be kept in mind that memory 

is social. 133 It requires the constant movement and interaction between the individual 

rememberers. Hodgkin and Radstone explained, “Memory, then, once again, is not tied to the 

individual who experienced a given event, but dispersed and transmitted to subsequent 

generations.” Thus, it is essential that individuals share their memories of the genocide with 

each other, because as Ly stated, each is but a fragment of the wholeness of history. Because of 
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this, Cambodian artists should avoid individualism to the extreme that it alienates them from 

their larger Cambodian identity. 

Kbach Tonle Sap (2009), a diptych recently completed by Cambodian veteran artist Duong 

Saree (b. 1957), is an example of the art of kbach, which in light of this paper further illustrates 

the art of memory. Saree had been one of the few female professors at the Royal University of 

Fine Arts before the genocide. When KR cadres learned of her background, they put her to work 

painting signs for the regime.134 She continues to teach traditional Cambodian art forms at the 

university today.  

Here in this diptych she is comparing two scenes of the Tonle Sap, the largest body of 

water in Cambodia and the only in the world that changes its direction twice a year. Kbach Tonle 

Sap 1 (Figure 25) depicts the river during the monsoon season as it flows upstream and causes 

the sediment to rise to the surface, color the water brown, and draw out the flora represented 

by the lotus buds floating in the painting. Kbach Tonle Sap 2 (Figure 26) depicts the river reversing 

downstream at the end of the rainy season when the sediment settles back down to the ground, 

clears the water, and brings out the fish.135  

The key element of Saree’s piece is the kbach. Kbach is the art of decorative 

ornamentation that is ubiquitous in Cambodian visual culture. It consists of the layering and 

repetition of motifs such as leaves, , flames, shells, and other images. Various kbach designs can be 

found all over religious and government building, folk crafts, furniture, dance costumes, masks, 

musical instruments and other works of art. The kbach work on the Banteay Srei temple at 

Angkor is particularly well known for its elaborate detail (Figure 27). These patterns are the basis 

of traditional Cambodian art, and according to Muan and Daravuth, they serve as “a way of 
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thinking form.”136 The art of kbach as represented in Saree’s painting illustrates that the work of 

remembering the genocide involves first, the assemblage of the small, detailed elements of the 

individual rememberer, and second, the layering of collective memories. The process of making 

kbach first involves creating a general outline for the motif being used and then proceeding to 

insert layers of detailed elements inside the outline (Figure 28). Saree’s contemporary adaptation 

of kbach uses the Tonle Sap as the general outline and the lotus buds and fish as the detailed 

elements. The lotus buds and fish are not images that stand alone. The viewer will notice that 

their images are always connected to the lines in the water.  

It is also important to note that the seasoned kbach artist develops his or her own 

original style only after studying with a kbach master because kbach teaching is an oral tradition. 

In their book Kbach: A Study of Ornament, art students Chan Vitharin and Preap Chanman 

expressed a concern for Cambodian art students because of the lack of kbach teaching in schools 

today. “Thus they generally do not have the ability to create new compositions of ornaments, 

or to use the existing ornamental language for their own purposes.”137 Like the process of 

making and learning kbach, remembering the genocide in Cambodia is mastered only when 

memory is assembled out of the minds of individuals within the outline of the nation. And this is 

not a process that stops after one outline is completed. Thus, Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek only 

do so much in terms of remembering because their memories of the genocide are fixed. On the 

contrary, real memory moves like the undulated lines that stream throughout Kbach Tonle Sap. 

                                                
136 Michelle Vachon, “A Book and Exhibition Document the Science of Cambodian Ornamentation,” Cambodia Daily 
(26-27 March 2005). http://www.reyum.org/media/english_articles/2005_03_26/2005_03_26.html. 
137 Chan Vitharin and Preap Chanman, Kbach: A Study of Khmer Ornament (Phnom Penh: Reyum Publishing, 
2004), 30. 
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Hodgkin and Radstone explained, “Memory is still live and active, still charged with the 

weight.138  

A kbach piece is only powerful when it demonstrates a sense of flowing in and 

out and communicates continuity between the forms, and the same stands for 

Cambodia’s memory of the genocide. The memories of individuals must pour in and out 

of each other like water. “For memory never stands still,” Young noted.139 Tuol Sleng, 

Choeung Ek, and Cambodian artists must actively participate in this movement. Memory 

does not stop when the museum, monument, or a painting is completed. As Young 

wrote, “For were we to passively remark only the contours of these memorials, were 

we to leave unexplored their genesis and remain unchanged by the recollective act, it 

could be said that we have not remembered at all.”140 And if it is found that we have not 

remembered at all, then any vision of restoration, like that of the Khmer Rouge, is fated 

to be devastated. 

                                                
138 Hodgkin, “Introduction: Contested Pasts,” 1. 
139 Young, The Texture of Memory, x. 
140 Young, The Texture of Memory, 15. 
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Figure 1. Interior of interrogation cell in Building A, 2008, Tuol Sleng, Photo by Tara Tran 

 

 
 

Figure 2. A display of S-21 photos in Building B, 2008, Tuol Sleng, Photo by Tara Tran 
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Figure 3. Interior of Building C near series of small, brick cells, 2008, Tuol Sleng, Photo by Tara Tran 
 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Exterior of Building D, 2008, Tuol Sleng, Photo by Tara Tran 
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Figure 5. One painting from Scenes from the S-21 Secret Prison of the Khmer Rouge (1980) displayed at Tuol Sleng, 
Vann Nath, Oil on canvas 
 
 

 
 

Figure 6. One painting from Scenes from the S-21 Secret Prison of the Khmer Rouge (1980) displayed at Tuol Sleng, 
Vann Nath, Oil on canvas  
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Figure 7. Front view of the Choeung Ek stupa, Photo by Matthew Terebessy 
 

 

 
 

Figure 8. Field toward the back of the Choeung Ek site, Photo by Tara Tran 
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Figure 9. One of the marked mass graves at Choeung Ek, Photo by Tara Tran 
 

 

 
 

Figure 10. Front side view of stupa, Photo by Tara Tran 
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Figure 11. The front steps at the stupa, Photo by Tara Tran 
 

 

 
 

Figure 12. Glass encasement in the stupa, Photo by Tara Tran 
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Figure 13. Skulls in the stupa Photo by Matthew Terebessy 
 

 

 
 

Figure 14. My Relatives, 2008, Suos Sodavy, Oil and ink on canvas, 110 cm. x 90 cm. 
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Figure 15. Child of Anka (2008), Chan Nawath, Oil and mixed media on canvas, 80 cm. x 60 cm. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 16. The East is Red (2002), Samnang Yong, Oil on canvas, 30 in. x 42 in. 
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Figure 17. We Have Only Ourselves and Our Five Children (c. 1990), Svay Ken, Oil on canvas, 60 cm. x 80 cm., No. 14 
in the History of My Family Series 

 
 

 
 

Figure 18. Rice Collecting (2000), Tum Saren, Acrylic on canvas, 250 cm. x 150 cm. 
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Figure 19. The Last Moment (2004), Vann Nath, Oil on canvas, 55 cm. x 35 cm. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 20. The Village of My Birth (1998), Vann Nath, Oil on canvas, 210 cm. x 132 cm. 
 



59 

 
 

Figure 21. The Wait of the Orphans to pick up scraps of food (Remains of the War Series), 1999, Tum Saren, Lacquer on 
panel 90 cm. x 130 cm. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 22. Poverty, Landmines, and Prostitution, 2002, Chath pierSath, Color pencils on paper, 14 in. x 17 in. 
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Figure 23. After the Genocidal Regime (Remains of the War Series), 1999, Tum Saren, Lacquer on panel, 180 cm. x 90 cm. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 24. The Return Home from the War (Remains of the War Series), 1999, Tum Saren, Lacquer on panel, 60 cm. x 
80 cm. 
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Figure 25. Kbach Tonle Sap 1, 2009, Duong Saree, Watercolor on paper, 50 cm. x 50 cm. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 26. Kbach Tonle Sap 2, 2009, Duong Saree, Watercolor on paper, 50 cm. x 50 cm. 
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Figure 27. Kbach detail at Banteay Srei temple, Siem Reap, Photo by Tara Tran 
 
 

 
 

Figure 28. Illustration in Kbach: A Study of Khmer Ornament depicts the process of making a kbach leaf form. 
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