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Introduction 
 
 

 

 The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum as the symbol of the destructive Khmer Rouge 

regime has not left my mind since the day I first entered it in May 2007. At that time I 

regarded the displayed photographs from a photographer’s (and tourist’s) perspective rather 

than as an object for academic research. I sensed an incomprehension from Cambodians 

towards their own history and people; an incomprehension that I now believe, could be 

decreased by research and knowledge. Young Cambodians (those born after 1979) have a hard 

time dealing with the experiences and memories of their parents, as they are not being well 

taught on the Khmer Rouge era and are facing questionable portrayals of that time. The first 

educational textbook on the Democratic Kampuchea period that was published in 2007 by the 

Documentation Center of Cambodia exemplifies the complex internal struggle for truth and 

reconciliation.1 During my research, I started seeing the current representation of the Tuol 

Sleng photographic archive as a metaphor for the spider’s web of complex Cambodian issues 

related to the Khmer Rouge years. The hundreds of black and white photographs on display at 

the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum outside Phnom Penh are anonymous photographs of 

anonymous people. Yet the photos originally were taken by the Khmer Rouge to create an 

identification database of their enemies.  

 The main objective of this research focuses on the role of photography in the archives 

and historiography of the Democratic Kampuchea era, 1975 – 1979. The Tuol Sleng 

photographs have three important purposes nowadays; they function as an archive, as 

evidence and as a monument. The chapters of this research are formulated according to those 

three pillars in order to investigate the main research question; what roles does photography 

play in the archive practices, historiography and memory of Democratic Kampuchea (1975 – 

1979)? In chapter 1 I investigate the Cambodian genocide photographs as a corpus in relation 

to different categories of archives, their ‘place’ in photography and the ‘place’ of photography 

in the archive. Chapter 2 elucidates the representation of historical events through a single 

image of the Democratic Kampuchea photographs. In chapter 3 I examine the Cambodian 

genocide photographs in relation to concepts of memory, remembrance and a nation’s 

collective memory from the perspective of the single photograph as well as the body of work.  

 The theoretical framework of this research concerns different concepts of ‘time’ in 

photography as well as links between memory and photography. I used auxiliary literature on 

the Cambodian genocide, concepts of genocide in general, Cambodian history, historiography 

and concepts of archiving. 

 The structure and order of this research is as follows; chapter 1 explains the different 

roles that the archive as a corpus can fulfill throughout time. The first half of this chapter 

covers the role of the archive in Cambodia’s historiography and historical consciousness to 

shifting functions of archives through time. The second part of chapter 1 looks at the role of 

                                                
1 Keo 2008 
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the archive in the art discourse and the materiality of the archive (Internet versus physical 

archives).  In contrast to chapter 1 where I looked at the archive as a whole, in chapter 2 I take 

the single image as a basis in terms of representation and evidential purposes. The first part of 

the second chapter investigates the level of transparency in the photographs for evidential 

purposes from the perspective of the photographer as eyewitness of the situation. Several 

concepts of time (“this-will-be” or “that-has-been”) with an emphasis on the spectator’s role 

are applied to the photographs in the next part of chapter 2. Finally, ‘presence’ and ‘absence’ 

issues in photography and the photograph as interface are elucidated in the last part of the 

second chapter. The third and final chapter of my research takes a more psychological point of 

view as this photographic archive is being linked to concepts of memory. The focus will differ 

from the single image to the archive as corpus, starting with an introduction on photography 

as participation in another person’s mortality and vulnerability and the ‘memento mori’ 

concept. After that I investigate to what extent a facial identification photograph, or mug shot, 

can be an object of contemplation and how it functions in a memorial site. I close chapter 3 

with an account on universal laws of entropy in the digital age, a view on fading memories and 

fading photographs.  

 Many Western accounts have been written on Cambodian history and specifically on 

the Pol Pot regime from a historical, political and cultural perspective. The mostly Western 

scholars all acknowledge the importance of the existing archive material, that is these 

photographs, in terms of evidence material or testimonies. One of those scholars is historian 

and genocide specialist Ben Kiernan at Yale University, who founded an enormous digital 

database that includes all currently known Khmer Rouge documents.2 Even in Cambodia, 

many initiatives to reconcile national history are being established, despite fear and resistance 

from the government. I sensed among many Cambodians the need to educate Cambodian 

youth and ethnic minorities. Filmmaker Rithy Panh, for example, founded the Bophana 

Audiovisual Research Center in Phnom Penh in 2004 to make multimedia archive material 

publicly accessible in order to return national heritage to Cambodians. “I see a link between a 

direct application to memory and a lack of democracy, the absence of the rule of law and 

underdevelopment”, states Panh.3 Another such example is the Documentation Center of 

Cambodia, which is currently directed by Youk Chhang. Both Panh and Chhang were born in 

Cambodia and witnessed the Khmer Rouge years, but they decided to study respectively in 

Europe and the United States before they came back to Cambodia to found those centers. In 

terms of art historical perspectives on the Tuol Sleng archive, a few Western scholars (such as 

Rachel Hughes, Thierry De Duve) have done research on the appearance of this archive in the 

art discourse; they focused mainly on two exhibitions (MoMA and photo festival Les 

Rencontres d’Arles, 1997). Besides the few interviews with one of the Tuol Sleng 

photographers, Nhem En, that are mostly occupied with the guilt matter of taking these mug 

shots and interviews with Chris Riley and Doug Niven about their so-called discovery of the 

archive, I have not found many photography-related accounts concerning this subject, and 

                                                
2 http://www.yale.edu/cgp 
3 Anon. 2007, p.28  
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certainly no scientific research material. In Phnom Penh I did meet historian and professor of 

rhetoric Michael Mascuch of University of California, Berkeley, who is writing a book on the 

photographic archive of Tuol Sleng. However, Mascuch has a broader focus; he also includes 

the ECCC tribunal, as well as the establishment and changing function of DC-Cam.   

 The objects of research are the black and white mug shots taken of Cambodian 

prisoners after their arrest and arrival at the Tuol Sleng Torture and Interrogation Center (S-

21) in Phnom Penh during the Khmer Rouge rule from 1975 to 1979. As eight or nine 

photographers took pictures at S-21’s Documentation Unit, it is not possible to determine 

which photographer took which picture; however, most media seem to regard Nhem En as the 

Tuol Sleng photographer.4 Therefore, the meaning of the photographs in the context of the 

photographer’s oeuvre becomes irrelevant here as the unnamed photographers were ordered 

to do the job by the Khmer Rouge leaders. The context of this archive depends on its 

appearances in, amongst others, the historical discourse, resulting in different meanings 

throughout time. The context of the objects of research is complex as will be seen from this 

research.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
4 See Appendix 01 
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The Archive 
 
 

Chapter 1:  Bridging time in archives 
 
 

 The first chapter of this research emphasizes the Cambodian genocide photographs as 

a corpus in relation to different categories of archives, their ‘place’ in photography and the 

‘place’ of photography in the archive. In section 1.1, I elaborate on Cambodia’s historiography 

and the complexity of the role of this archive in writing history. Section 1.2 is an investigation 

into the shifting functions of this archive through time with an extension into section 1.3 

where I elucidate the role of the archive in the art discourse. Subsequently I focus on the 

meaning of the archive’s materiality, in other words, an examination of the value of the digital 

archive (or Internet as archive) versus the physical archive in section 1.4. To outline the 

essence of this first chapter I conclude this part of the research by describing the different 

roles and ‘places’ of the Cambodian genocide photographs as an archive in order to answer 

the question what these roles and different functions actually mean to us.  

 
 
1.1  The complexity of the role of the photographic archive in ‘writing history’ 

and Cambodia’s historiography. 
 
 
 While the Khmer Rouge destroyed nearly all historic archival documentation and 

eliminated most intellectuals in Cambodia in a period of four years (1975-1979), what remains 

now is their own ‘private’ genocidal archive. Cambodia is internationally known for the Khmer 

Rouge regime in their modern history, credited among others to the extensive documentation 

produced by NGO’s,5 but interestingly enough, the representation of this period in current 

Cambodian history books6 and studies does not act upon this known fact.7 An officially 

enforced amnesia seems to exist about the ‘Democratic Kampuchea’ (hereafter DK) period, 

which lays the foundation for a complex relationship between the Cambodian state and the 

archive.8 Foregoing statements exemplify the complicated role of the Cambodian 

photographic archive and I argue that, besides the fact that this archive has left many issues 

invisible (the so-called ‘blind fields’), different parties have utilized it for diverse purposes in 

order to control or exert an influence on the writing of history, in other words, to dictate 

Cambodia’s historiography.  

 First of all, during the evacuation of Phnom Penh on 17 April 1975, eyewitnesses saw 

young Khmer Rouge troops burning what they called ‘imperialist’ books from the National 

                                                
5 Chandler 2008.  
6 Keo 2008. The first educational textbook on the Democratic Kampuchea period was published in April 
2007 and over 3000 copies have been distributed to schools, libraries and government ministries.  
7 http://www.rupp.edu.kh/fssh/history/history.php. The curriculum of the Royal University of Phnom 
Penh’s History Department does not include the Khmer Rouge regime 1975 – 1979.  
8 Chandler 2008. The country was renamed ‘Democratic Kampuchea’ in January 1976 after the Khmer 
Rouge, under the management of the ‘Pol Pot & Ieng Sary clique’, held a special general assembly in 
order to form a new Constitution and government.    
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Library in the streets of the capital.9 In the following four years, all the schools were closed 

and intellectuals, among them many historians, were killed.10 Besides the Khmer Rouge 

regime, Cambodia has had a lot of turmoil in its past and much of their documentation did 

not survive. As the capital changed from one place to another, many documents got lost 

several times through history resulting in the fact that there was never a real documentation 

or archive on Cambodian history, explains Yale University historian Ben Kiernan, referring to 

Cambodia’s lack of a national archive.11 The French didn’t encourage education in terms of 

history and even though under Prince Sihanouk education expanded enormously, he didn’t 

stimulate national history. Only very few history books in Khmer appeared, and modern 

Cambodian history writing was very sensitive to the royalist regime. “There is a different 

intellectual tradition”, Kiernan writes, “and after 1979 they had to train a new generation of 

historians which is still going on today.”12 Subsequent to this perspective, American historian 

David P. Chandler confirms this traditional perception of history-writing among the Khmer 

society, namely as something that can be controlled by those in power.13  

 Looking at the photographic archive in this perspective, it becomes clear that the 

Khmer Rouge compulsorily showed foreign journalists the idealistic side of the regime.14 They 

also made sure the mug shots taken at the Tuol Sleng prison were kept inside and for internal 

use only as their regime was entirely closed (fig. 1.1a, 1.1b).15 It is exactly this archive of mug 

shots that nowadays unintentionally represents the Khmer Rouge period. Where the 

production and publicity of the archive turns out to be highly dominated by the Khmer Rouge, 

they clearly lost all control on the media since their downfall in January 1979 when the 

archive fell in the hands of their enemies (Vietnamese troops) and eventually became public 

domain. 

 As an illustration of the impact of political influence on a nation’s historiography, 

until 1992 Cambodia was represented by a DK delegation in the United Nations, which 

consequently criticized the Vietnamese invasion and slowed down the support to a tribunal to 

bring the Khmer Rouge leaders to justice.16 In 1980, one year after the downfall of the Khmer 

Rouge, the socialist Peoples’ Republic of Kampuchea (hereafter PRK) under the supervision of 

Vietnam was facing the problem of how to reflect on the socialist DK period. Despite this 

representation issue, in 1983 they introduced an annual Day of Hate on May 20th to keep the 

memory of the horrors of DK alive.17 The PRK leaders consisted largely of DK defectors, 

                                                
9 Kiernan 1996, p. 39  
10 Author’s interview with Ben Kiernan, New Haven, 24 April 2010. Kiernan spend approximately 30 
years of his life researching the realization of the Khmer Rouge take-over and wrote several books on the 
Cambodian genocide.  
11 Author’s interview with Ben Kiernan, New Haven, 24 April 2010.  
12 Author’s interview with Ben Kiernan, New Haven, 24 April 2010. 
13 Chandler 2008 
14 Stanislawska & Krotkiewski 2009. A Swedish delegation, among very few international journalists, 
was invited by the Khmer Rouge in 1978 to visit the country’s evolution.  
15 Kiernan 1996, p. 465 
16 Chandler 2008 
17 Chandler 2008. The Khmer name for ‘days of hate’ is tvea chong komhung which literally means 
‘anniversaries for holding onto anger’, they chose 20 May because on that day in 1976, the Khmer Rouge 
had ordered the total collectivization of Cambodian life.  



What is the role of photography in the archive practices, historiography and memory of Democratic Kampuchea 
1975 – 1979?  

8

including Hun Sen, the current prime minister of Cambodia18 and like many Cambodian 

regimes, the PRK linked history-writing to their own priorities without the intervention from 

outside the country or from ordinary people. But after four years of forced agricultural labor 

and fearing communism, more and more Cambodians fled the country in the 1980s and from 

overseas started writing autobiographical histories of their experiences during the DK regime. 

Nearly all people who have published memoirs belonged before 1975 to Cambodia’s small 

bourgeoisie and therefore the historiography of the Khmer Rouge regime in western 

languages tends to be more middle class orientated.19 Today’s two main documentation and 

research centers in Cambodia were founded by educated Cambodians who have lived in the 

United States and France for several years.20 The general public is familiar with the fact that 

most intellectuals were assassinated, but does that story combined with the middle class 

memoirs perspective also correspond to the people portrayed in the photographic archive? In 

other words, are we actually looking at photographs of intellectuals who were murdered? In 

essence, not exclusively. The core of this body of work comprises portraits that most likely 

represent many levels of the Cambodian society; large numbers of Communist Party of 

Kampuchea cadres were arrested, together with Khmer Rouge traitors and their entire 

families. Probably a certain percentage of them belonged to the intellectual elite, but definitely 

not the majority. By investigating who was being photographed, I can conclude that the story 

we read is not actually the story we see. In other words, the visual historiography does not 

seamlessly match the written historiography.  

 Over time, many filters are incorporated in the construction or re-construction of 

history, concerning both text and image material. The observer, regardless of nationality, 

brings reference systems, subjectivity and knowledge to looking at archive photographs.21 And 

therefore it is important to contextualize the process by which the photograph or the archives 

become public (or not). The historian and archivist generally occupy a strategic position in the 

production of an archive and its conception,22 but it is not the historian alone who creates an 

image of the past. As several documentary films and footage on the DK period seem to show, I 

presume journalists and politicians play an important role as well, especially in this case of 

communist matter.23 Philosopher and political scientist Achille Mbembe defines a paradoxical 

relationship between the state and the archive in general. Denying an archive would be a 

denial of debt, Mbembe states, but a destroyed archive would haunt the state as an object 

without objective substance.24 The Cambodian state could have never denied nor destroyed 

the archive, as the Vietnamese who discovered it, immediately sensed the historical 

                                                
18 Kiernan 1996, p. 455. Hun Sen, a former Khmer Rouge cadre, became foreign minister of the 
Vietnamese-backed People’s Republic of Kampuchea in 1979 and is currently one of the longest serving 
prime ministers in the world.  
19 Chandler 2008, Him 2000, Ung 2006 
20 The Documentation Center of Cambodia is run by Youk Chhang, a Cambodian who lived in the USA 
and the Bophana Audio Visual Resource Center is lead by Rithy Panh, a Cambodian filmmaker who 
studied in France.  
21 Hamilton 2002, p. 114 
22 Hamilton 2002, p. 26 
23 Sambath & Lemkin 2009, Stanislawska & Krotkiewski 2009, anon. Vietnamese footage (1979, 1980) 
24 Hamilton 2002, p. 24  
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importance and its propaganda value.25 However, the state, in accordance with confusion of 

interest, did manage to stay in denial of debt (that is crimes against humanity/genocidal 

activities) despite the acknowledgement of the archive.     

 To what extent the complete archive of the Cambodian state still exists is difficult to 

determine, but considering certain significant places of representation (e.g. the collections of 

the National Museum in Phnom Penh,26 the curriculum of academic history studies, the 

Bophana Audio Visual Research Center and heritage sites such as the Angkor Wat temples), 

one could conclude that a certain part of the Khmer cultural heritage is definitely well 

preserved and highly being supported, not to say propagated, by the government. In contrast 

to the dimension of the centuries-old Khmer archive, the genocidal archive of the Tuol Sleng 

prison is only fairly young, relatively limited and presented as a physical archive at the Tuol 

Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes, the Choeung Ek memorial site and the Documentation 

Center of Cambodia (hereafter DC-Cam).27  

 Clearly, the role of this archive has been as significant as it has been controversial, 

putting a lot of weight on the context of its appearance. Reflecting on the context asks a 

critical eye from the observer, but history shows that the Cambodian historiography has been 

dictated by the context of its representations and is still dictated by it. Like philosopher 

Jacques Derrida argues, the archive is always open to, in this phrase, the future-to-come, not 

only in terms of the representative value of the model, but in terms of a completely different 

logic.28 Derrida questions the authority and truth in archives and mentions the ‘provisional 

nature of all scientific work’. Concerning historiography and photographic archive practices in 

Cambodia, I must support his statement that new archives can always be discovered. I agree, 

to a certain extent, on the conception of the provisional nature of all scientific work and in 

combination with the politics, control and dictation of Cambodia’s historiography, I am well 

aware of this archive’s sensitivity. However, that does not mean the case is brought to a close 

with this find. It needs specific ways of approach and relativism, but the photographic field is 

open for investigation.     

 
 
1.2 Shifting functions of the Cambodian photographic archive through time as a 

result of annexation. 
  
  
 The leaders of the Khmer Rouge intended to create an archive of ‘enemies of the state’ 

from 1975 to 1979 by keeping a detailed database at the Tuol Sleng prison (also referred to as 

S-21 Interrogation and Torture Center), but the photographs got separated from their written 

or typed documents in the turbulent year after their downfall (1979 - 1980). Presently the 

photographs of the Democratic Kampuchea regime are found in different places and in 

                                                
25 Chandler 1999, anon. Vietnamese footage (1979,1980). See also chapter 1.2.  
26 http://www.cambodiamuseum.info/index.html. The National Museum in Phnom Penh was founded 
in 1917 by French historian and curator George Groslier, closed during the Khmer Rouge regime but 
reopened on 13 April 1979.   
27 The Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes was opened in 1980 and the Choeung Ek site in 1986, 
see chapter 1.2. 
28 Hamilton 2002, p. 47, 49 
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various existences. Not only do the photographs appear in a material (physical) way, they also 

exist in digital form throughout the Internet. As regards the content they have been edited in 

different ways and put in different contexts. The annexation of the Cambodian photographic 

archive and its development in appearance resulted in shifting functions throughout time. 

Newly constructed archives try to identify anonymous victims, but also function as pieces of 

evidence or illustrations in the current Khmer Rouge trials in the Extraordinary Chambers in 

the Courts of Cambodia (hereafter ECCC). From western perspectives, the author rights 

became collective ownership through multiple annexations. Stating that collective ownership 

rests on a fundamental event, namely death (essentially the death of the author29), clarifies 

the unusual status of this archive of whom the author is still alive.30  

  While the Cambodian genocide photographs are preserved in different places and in 

different conditions, the original photographs and their negatives are stored in the archive of 

the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum in Phnom Penh (Cambodia) which is presently the property 

of the Kindom of Cambodia (or more exactly of the Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts under 

Hun Sen’s management). This large body of work was produced during the four years of the 

Khmer Rouge regime. While acting on instructions from the Khmer Rouge leaders, including 

the head of the S-21 prison Kaing Guek Eav (also known as Duch31), eight or nine 

photographers took pictures of thousands of prisoners. When prisoners arrived at the Tuol 

Sleng prison, they were taken to the photography unit, a sub-unit of the documentation unit, 

and photographed.32 The numbers that were attached to the prisoners’ clothes are most likely 

to correspond to their place in line on the day they were being processed, not necessarily to a 

personal identification number (fig. 1.2).33  

 The Khmer Rouge leaders required S-21 prison staff to create a detailed dossier on 

each prisoner, containing handwritten confessions and a photograph. Not only did the Khmer 

Rouge document their prisoners and/or enemies, the Khmer Rouge cadres also photographed 

their own ‘employees’ (fig. 1.3). On 7 January 1979, the Vietnamese troops invaded Phnom 

Penh and discovered the abandoned prison. Head of the prison Duch was still at Tuol Sleng 

around noon, an hour after the fall, trying to destroy the immense archive he had build up by 

then. Duch just escaped capture and left behind more than one hundred thousand pages of 

testimony to his notorious activities.34 Nevertheless, the photographs got separated from their 

written and typed documents (originally attached with a staple) or destroyed in the year after 

the Khmer Rouge downfall, when Cambodia was still a chaotic war zone.35 As a consequence, 

many of the depicted prisoners remain anonymous up until today.  

                                                
29 Hamilton 2002, p. 22 
30 See also Appendix 01 
31 Duch was the first one to be tried by the ECCC tribunal in 2010.   
32 Dy 2007  
33 http://www.yale.edu/cgp 
34 Kiernan 1996, p. 452 
35 Out of the estimated 18,000 people who were detained in Tuol Sleng prison and who were, most likely, 
photographed, some 6000 original negatives survived. It remains unclear how many original 
photographic portraits survived up until today.   
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 In May 1979, Vietnamese combat photographer Ho Van Tay was the first media 

person to document and unveil Tuol Sleng to the world (fig. 1.4).36 Film footage was shot by 

Vietnamese and East German journalists and distributed around the world in order to, as 

former Khmer Rouge members claim, justify the Vietnamese invasion.37 In August, 

Vietnamese colonel Mai Lam, who had designed the Museum of American War Crimes in Ho 

Chi Minh City, arrived in Phnom Penh to examine the archives of S-21, with a view to 

producing evidence for the upcoming trial of Pol Pot and Ieng Sary. Together with Ung Pech, 

one of the few Tuol Sleng survivors,38 Mai Lam worked until 1987 with Cambodian colleagues 

to turn S-21 into a museum of genocidal crimes resembling the Holocaust memorials in 

Eastern Europe. Mai Lam’s politically based hope was to teach Cambodians about their recent 

past and create perceived associations between the Khmer Rouge regime and Nazi Germany.39 

Quite clearly, this archive was deeply entangled in the political situation right after its 

disclosure.   

 In July 1980, the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes was opened in Phnom 

Penh by the government of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea and in the first month 

attracted 19,060 Cambodian visitors and 720 foreigners.40 Many of the Khmer visitors were 

looking for relatives among the hundreds of mug shots of prisoners.41 At the Choeung Ek site 

(also known as ‘The Killing Fields’, about 15 kilometers south of Phnom Penh), where mass 

graves were found after the fall of the Khmer Rouge, a big Buddhist stupa was constructed as 

memorial in 1986-1988.  The monument, designed in Khmer architectural style, is filled with 

skulls (cleaned and classified by gender and age) visible through windows on all four sides. As 

different sources give contradictory information, it remains unclear whether or not this 

memorial was built under Vietnamese supervision, but it is certain that a Japanese company 

now owns the site.42 As far as the media was concerned, the first years of the 1980s were 

marked by conflicting statements by international journalists on the accessibility of the 

archive,43 raising questions about the complicity of the then-government members from the 

former regime. This supports the international notion of the archive’s importance and the 

supposed key to history research in Cambodia.    

 A remarkable and international artistic approach towards the Tuol Sleng archive 

developed in the ‘nineties, as the result of the revolution of digitization and the introduction 

of the Internet in 1991 which made numerous archives in digital form accessible online.44 The 

                                                
36 Dunlop 2006 
37 Anon. Vietnamese footage (1979, 1980) 
38 Chandler 1999 
39 Chandler 2008 
40 Ung Pech, Tuol Sleng survivor, was the first director of the museum. He kept the position for several 
years and traveled in the 1980s with Mai Lam to several Holocaust memorial sites in Europe.   
41 Chandler 2008 
42 Kea 2006, Wood 2006. Phnom Penh municipal authorities signed a controversial deal with Japanese 
company JC Royal in 2005 to develop the site's tourist potential. The company manages the site on a 30-
year contract and pays US$15,000 a year to the city. Corporate sponsorship has become an increasing 
aspect of the government’s management of tourist sites.  
43 Hughes 2003 
44 Gierstberg (eds) 2010. In the early 1990s, the Cornell University carried out a massive project of 
documentation preservation, however they did not copy the photographic materials. (Hughes 2003) 
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Cornell University (USA) started microfilming all documents in 1991 under the management 

of Professor Judy L. Ledgerwood; the negatives were stored in a metal cabinet in an air-

conditioned archive storage room of Tuol Sleng. In 1994, the more than 6,000 negatives were 

cleaned, catalogued and printed by the Photo Archive Group, a non-profit organization 

founded by American photojournalists Chris Riley and Doug Niven who initially contacted 

Ledgerwood about their plans. In order to make the images more accessible for the general 

public, the Photo Archive Group created two complete albums of proof (contact sheets in this 

case) of all 6,000 images (fig. 1.5). One of these albums is kept in Cambodia at the archive 

department of the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum and the other at Cornell University (USA).45  

 That same year, historian Ben Kiernan from Yale University (USA) founded the 

Cambodian Genocide Program (hereafter CGP) with a U.S. State Department grant of US$ 

500,000. With his team, Kiernan set up a field office in Cambodia in 1995, named the 

Documentation Center of Cambodia (DC-Cam), and hired Youk Chhang as the first 

Cambodian project officer (succeeding Craig Etcheson) to run the field office. After two years 

of training, funding and supplying equipment, DC-Cam began operating on its own in 1997.46 

Meanwhile the CGP continued at Yale with funding from the State Department and until 2001 

DC-Cam was financially supported by funds raised by the CGP, the U.S. and other resources 

including a grant from the Dutch government.47 The CGP scanned all images and written 

documents and created an online database from the entire Khmer Rouge archive. Initially, the 

goal was to document and identify all the Khmer Rouge perpetrators in case of a future 

criminal trial, but when they came across all the photographs of the victims, they decided to 

collect and digitalize everything they could on the Khmer Rouge period. Youk Chhang states 

that there is no such thing as individual copyright on Khmer Rouge documents (including the 

photographic documents), but that they are the property of the Cambodian government, and 

that the Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts decided to make everything (theoretically) 

accessible and free to use and reproduce. Chhang explains that Cambodian archive law differs 

from the international archive law.48 Similarly to the founding of the Tuol Sleng Museum of 

Genocidal Crimes by a Vietnamese colonel, the funding of the CGP by the American 

government and the ruling of the Khmer Rouge documents’ copyright by the Cambodian 

government, I argue that such judgments, to a certain and mostly unknown extent, are 

undoubtedly politically related.  

 In 1996, Chris Riley and Doug Niven (Photo Archive Group) published The Killing 

Fields, an artists’ book containing a selection of mug shots from the S-21 archive (fig. 1.6).49 

Growing artistic interest in this body of work paved the way for two exhibitions at 

internationally renowned art institutions. In 1997, a selection of the Cambodian mug shots 

were shown at the French photo festival Les Rencontres d’Arles, curated by Christian 

                                                
45 http://chgs.umn.edu/museum/exhibitions/cambodian/s21.html 
46 The photographic database of DC-Cam currently contains 5100 documents. Ho Van Tay’s (digital) 
images of the macabre discovery of the Tuol Sleng prison in 1979 for example, can be found on the DC-
Cam website.  
47 Author’s interview with Ben Kiernan, New Haven, 24 April 2010, www.yale.edu/cgp/dccam.html  
48 Author’s interview with Youk Chhang, Phnom Penh, 12 October 2010.  
49 Riley & Niven 1996 
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Caujolle, and in that same period at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.50 The MoMA 

even purchased eight photographs for their collection. The role of this archive in the art 

discourse will be examined more extensively in the next section (1.3). Simultaneously, in June 

that same year, Cambodian Co-Prime Ministers requested United Nations assistance in 

organizing the process for the Khmer Rouge trials, thus incorporating the function of the 

photographic archive as evidence material.51 The actual value of this archive in terms of 

genocidal evidence was only established in the 21st century, as Hun Sen’s government did not 

agree until 2005 to support a tribunal.52 To what extent the photographs of this archive can be 

used for evidentiary purposes will be examined in chapter 2. Most recently (since 2009) the 

archive has been given a place in the Global Cultural Heritage list, as the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Memory of the World Register 

took it under their wing in order to preserve this Tuol Sleng archive; UNESCO claims that it is 

the only original Democratic Kampuchea archive left in Cambodia. Financed by U.S. 

contributions UNESCO agreed on ‘safeguarding the memory of this place as a way to foster a 

culture of peace and dialogue and prevent historical tragedies like this one from happening 

again’.53 Their goal is to establish a temperature-controlled environment for the negatives, 

photographs and other paper documents and train some of the Tuol Sleng staff in analogue 

preservation as well as digital preservation (computer scanning all the files). From personal 

observations I conclude that UNESCO’s goals have not yet been reached. UNESCO is also 

planning on an extensive website for this digital database by 2012.54  

 Even though the functions of this photographic archive have shifted from political 

diversions to evidentiary purposes and even to artistic fulfillment over time, the educational 

and historical objective stays behind, as can also be concluded from section 1.1. While this 

archive became a product of judgment as well as a piece of data, existing physically and 

digitally, still many educational books deny or disregard of this archive. One may find images 

of this archive on the DC-Cam and Yale CGP websites, but not on the website of the Royal 

University of Phnom Penh, the institute where a new generation of historians is being 

trained.55 Many current Cambodian history books do not recount the Khmer Rouge regime, 

while research shows that the popular interest in this period in Cambodian history revitalized 

somewhere in 2007, the same year as the publication of the first educational book on the DK 

period (fig. 1.7).56 So even though the representation of the archive in the past 30 years occurs 

in different discourses, that is to say in politics, in the administration of justice, in art and 

most recently in the cultural heritage discourse through UNESCO, this archive hardly shows 

up in the greater part of the educational and historical discourse in Cambodia. Reality shows, 

despite the shifted functions (to a certain extent) of the archive throughout history, it appears 

to be just a tool of those in power. Moreover, this archive seems generally familiar and 

                                                
50 De Duve 2008 
51 http://www.eccc.gov.kh/english  
52 Chandler 2008 
53 http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ 
54 Author’s interview with Philippe Delanghe, Phnom Penh, 29 October 2010.  
55 http://www.rupp.edu.kh/fssh/history/history.php 
56 Chandler 2008 
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accessible at first sight due to the appearance of a small, outlawed selection of photographic 

images. The entire archive however, seems enfolded with vagueness despite - or maybe 

because of - the appearance in various discourses. Many shallow accounts are to be found 

everywhere, but a deeper investigation or disclosure does not yet exist.    

 

 
1.3 The role of the archive in art 
 
  

 The Cambodian genocide photographs found their way into the art discourse in the 

1990s (as depicted in the previous section 1.2), less than two decades after their production. 

This mug shot archive seems to raise a lot of questions in the context of internationally 

renowned art institutes or festivals (whereas it was first displayed in a Museum for Genocidal 

Crimes), not only because the medium itself (photography) in the art scene has been 

problematic from its very invention. I will elaborate on this archive in the context of several 

artistic expressions, such as a book in 1996, in a Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) exhibition 

in 1997, in a renowned photo festival (Les Rencontres d’Arles, Arles, France) the same year 

and in a Cambodian art installation in 2000. This is not to conclude that this body of work 

can be classified as art, but to investigate the meaning(s) of its appearance in this specific 

discourse. I must clarify that the above expressions are singular examples and do not 

represent the complete appearance in the art discourse. Leaving out of consideration the 

purchases of the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art and the Los Angeles County Museum, 

as well as the artistic expressions of theatre plays inspired by the Tuol Sleng mug shots, as in 

the latter case the archive photographs are used as motivation and not as an object itself.57 

 The publication of The Killing Fields in 1996 by photojournalists Riley and Niven 

(Photo Archive Group), which was supported by funding from various American sources, 

some private,58 turns out be polemical (fig. 1.6). Australian scholar Rachel Hughes states, “the 

generation of sympathy for, and interest in, Cambodia’s past and present has undoubtedly 

been fuelled by the global exposure of the photographs”,59 but also notices that crucial 

questions regarding this exposure failed to occur. Based on Riley and Niven’s Project 

Proposal, Hughes makes explicit that the intention of their project was to ‘rescue an 

endangered photographic archive’ and to provide an ‘opportunity to train Cambodians in 

archive preservation’.60 As Hughes links the increased public knowledge about the archive to 

the activities of the Photo Archive Group and states that many reports confirm the idea that 

they ‘discovered’ the negatives in Cambodia, she criticizes the assigned heroism to this 

narrative of discovery which contrasts with the anti-heroism and victim hood of the S-21 

prisoners.61 Elaborating on Hughes’ findings, I argue that the annexation of this archive by 

third parties in the art discourse definitely attributes a certain illegitimate glory to the 

                                                
57 e.g. Photographs from S21, a short play by French-American playwright Catherine Filloux. 
58 Riley & Niven 1996 
59 Hughes 2003, p.30  
60 Hughes 2003, p.29 
61 Hughes 2003, p.32 
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substituted author(s). Regardless of their intention, Riley and Niven persuaded one of the 

Tuol Sleng photographers to sign a contract in order to obtain the copyright of about 100 

images.62 They then became the substituted authors as their book received notable 

international publicity.63 Whether they left space to reflect upon this body of work or to 

question the status of victim hood and/or evidence is arguable. Above all, they claimed the 

archive as if it was their discovery and engaged it dubiously into the art scene with an – 

initially – aesthetic statement only. I question whether they needed the copyrights to assure 

certain lawfulness for further reproduction and commercial purposes (such as the MoMA 

exhibition the year after their book publication) or whether they obtained the copyrights to 

justify their own aesthetical ‘preservation’ project.  

 After research at the Tuol Sleng archive, I believe Riley and Niven’s interest was 

purely aesthetical as they used the entire negative for their own project and publication (fig. 

1.5, 1.6), thus ignoring the original utility value of these photographs (the documentary value 

– a passport photo for a personal dossier in a database). Comparing the negatives to the 

original prints that were attached to the biographies, we can see that the Tuol Sleng 

photographers at the time ‘framed’ the images again while printing in the dark room (fig. 1.8). 

A person’s head and shoulders are cropped out of the full negative, for identification 

purposes. One Tuol Sleng archive staff member told me he never saw a square image 

(meaning a print of the entire original negative) attached to the original documents.64 Riley 

and Niven literally created new images from their personal, aesthetical vision as 

photographers. Besides disrespecting the original documentary utility value of these 

photographs, the archival and preservation intentions Riley and Niven claim did formally not 

meet Western standards, and they also lack logical references. Since 1994, the negatives are 

exclusively linked – by numbering – to Riley and Niven’s albums of proof and not to any 

original document.   

 Riley and Niven’s controversial ‘discovery’ of the S-21 photos was also acknowledged 

by the MoMA Department of Photography when 22 S-21 portraits were exhibited in May 

1997; in a press release MoMA praised Riley and Niven’s activities.65 The exhibition was held 

in Gallery Three, a place where visitors ‘may sit to pause and reflect’66 and is a collaboration 

between MoMA’s Department of Photography and Department of Education. At around the 

same time, a selection of the Tuol Sleng archive was shown at the French photo festival Les 

Rencontres d’Arles, curated by Christian Caujolle. Here, about 100 Tuol Sleng portraits were 

exhibited under the title The Duty of Memory. Caujolle claimed to have worked from political 

rather than aesthetical reasons 67 (in contrast to the intention of MoMA’s curator Susan 

Kismaric). But, as Belgian art historian Thierry De Duve also observes, as the show in MoMA 

                                                
62 Author’s interview with Youk Chhang, Phnom Penh, 12 October 2010. The photographer Nhem En 
had at that time no conception of individual copyright as such. See also appendix 1.    
63 French cited in Hughes 2003, p.30 
64 Mr. Yin Nean, a staff member of the Tuol Sleng archive, told me he never saw a square image attached 
to the biographies during research at Tuol Sleng, Phnom Penh, 9 November 2010.  
65 MoMA 1997, press release 
66 MoMA 1997, press release 
67 De Duve 2008, p. 4 
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ran simultaneously to Arles, it was inevitable that the public judged the choice of Caujolle 

(who has organized the Phnom Penh Photo festival for the third year in a row) on their status 

as art works in the shadow of the distinguished New York art institution. So regardless of the 

curator’s intentions in both cases, the audience judged this genocidal archive as art due to its 

appearance in two art establishments and due to the political developments in Cambodia at 

the same time. For example, when portrait photographs of Pol Pot (then still alive) were 

shown on the front page of The New York Times to journalistically illustrate these news 

events, the S-21 archive was considered as important contemporary evidence in a major 

metropolitan museum.68  

 In contrast to the western initiatives mentioned above, a different selection of the 

archive was ‘used’ by Cambodian artist Ly Daravuth in 2000. Ly questions the truth-claims 

made about victim photographs and documents from the DK period in contemporary 

Cambodia in his installation Messengers.69 The black and white portraits of children (taken 

during the DK period) refer formally to the s-21 prisoner mug shots; however, these children 

were not victims of the Khmer Rouge but instead were used to run messages between 

different local Khmer Rouge cadres (fig. 1.9). Ly combined those images with present-day 

portraits of Cambodian children and hereby seeks to interrupt the immediate recognition of 

victim hood. This immediate recognition of victim hood, which is indissolubly linked to the S-

21 portraits, indicates at the same time the problematic relationship that portrait photography 

has with its subjects. Portraits in general rely heavily, maybe even exclusively, on their 

captions for any type of context and meaning. This is one of the reasons why portrait 

photographs can exist in such divergent discourses and have been discussed from the same 

divergent perspectives.  

 As the late writer Susan Sontag explains, whatever the subject, photographs tend to 

transform. Art transforms.70 And photographs that bear witness to horrifying events (such as 

genocide) are highly criticized when they seem too aesthetic, in other words, when they look 

too much like art. “Photographs that depict suffering shouldn’t be beautiful, as captions 

shouldn’t moralize”,71 Sontag said. Although I do not share this opinion with Sontag, her 

argument that “a beautiful photograph drains attention from the serious subject and therefore 

turns toward the medium itself, whereby the photograph’s status as a document is being 

compromised,” is true. In that case the medium, or object, itself becomes noticeable as 

interface, and I would argue that photography used in the art scene is often subjected to 

medium-specific reflections. Now looking at this archive as a corpus in the institutional 

development, Sontag claimed that the photographs of genocide have undergone the greatest 

movement. The idea behind the effort made to gain audience is to ensure that the crimes 

depicted stay alive in people’s consciousness.72 I support her allegations that it seems 

                                                
68 Hughes 2003, p.35 
69 Messengers was part of a group show in Phnom Penh, titled ‘The legacy of absence: a Cambodian 
story’ in January 2000 (for more information see Hughes 2003).  
70 Sontag 2003, p. 68 
71 Sontag 2003, p. 68 
72 Sontag 2003, p. 77 
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exploitative to look at harrowing photographs of other people’s pain in an art gallery (as is the 

case in many commercialized matters); this argument is also reflected by various comments 

in MoMA’s S-21 exhibition visitors book.73  

 It is generally accepted that most art institutions’ visitors are educated and from the 

middle class level of society, therefore one could assume their knowledge about certain 

conflicts is adequate. If so, it does not mean that the effect of such images in a museum is less 

intense, but we may conclude that this archive does not have the function to extend its 

audience by joining the art discourse. Its appearance in the art world must have a different 

objective then. De Duve states that in humanistic terms, MoMA delegitimizes its own 

existence by collecting and exhibiting photographs by Tuol Sleng photographers Nhem En 

(when calling him an artist, humanistically speaking, the expressions of human condition 

should be attributed to En’s empathy with his models; De Duve calls this finding ‘obscene’).74 

Including the photographer’s intention in this work in an art museum does not seem relevant 

to me, simply because first, it cannot be clarified with surety who the individual photographer 

was in this archive and second, there was no such thing as intention under Khmer Rouge 

orders. 

 Regardless of the photographer’s intention and the captions of the photographs, I 

tend to argue that photographs classified as ‘art’ and shown in art institutions, communicate 

independently from their subject or caption. They vaguely refer to a certain distant event as a 

trace, but they don’t actually translate or comment on this event. Even with a caption 

accompanying the photograph, they are mostly valued on their formal and aesthetical aspects 

rather than on their context or representation. Simply because they are shown in a white, 

quiet, clean and sophisticated ‘bubble’ environment, they lose all connection to the original 

(small) prints that functioned as database documentation. It is the location that gives a 

different association rather than the name of the institute, comparing the appearance of these 

portraits in this case with Tuol Sleng Museum for Genocidal Crimes which cannot be 

classified as an art institute (it is classified as a ‘museum’). Concluding that the appearance of 

(a selection of) this archive in the art discourse has no connection (neither formal nor 

concerning the content) to the original archive. The way the genocidal archive appears in the 

art discourse – disconnected from its original use – results in a misrepresentation of this body 

of work. As a consequence of Riley and Niven’s project, the photographs are regarded as an 

amateuristic, improvised mug shot database and not as a reproduction of passport-size 

photographs that accompany a database of enemies of the state.  

 
 
1.4 ‘Internet as archive’ versus ‘physical archives’  
 
 

 In the last part of this first chapter I will examine the value of the original prints of 

the Tuol Sleng archive, the reproductions in Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum by the Vietnamese 
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and book reproductions versus the archive on the Internet. In other words, I will investigate 

the meaning of the archive’s materiality. Let me first clarify what I consider ‘original’ in this 

archive. As the pictures were made with an analogue camera between 1975 and 1979, prior to 

the digitalization of photography, I consider the negatives as well as the first prints of the 

negatives being made between 1975 and 1979 by the Tuol Sleng photographers with the intent 

to accompany the individual dossier of the prisoners, as the ‘originals’. Everything after that 

are reproductions (e.g. the Vietnamese prints right after their discovery of Tuol Sleng). 

Nevertheless, these images were reproduced in the ‘eighties to visualize the acts that took 

place at the Tuol Sleng Interrogation and Torture Center and they have a physical appearance 

similar to the reproductions in books. The Internet archives, on the other hand, do not have a 

material appearance, but exist in the unlimited virtual world of the World Wide Web.  

 In order to investigate the meaning of the archive’s materiality, it needs to be clarified 

that the original archive is not publicly accessible. The Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts (the 

owner) gives only limited access to, among others, ECCC related visits and to 

scholars/students. The physical photographs that are publicly accessible are the various 

reproductions displayed at the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum. This exhibition contains a 

random and unbalanced selection of photographs that was never contextualized. This 

representation has consequences for the value of the archive’s materiality in comparison to 

the digital files. For example, why is the image of a woman with a baby displayed four times in 

different sizes, crops and on different paper (fig. 1.10 t/m 1.13)? What is the relation of these 

reproductions with the negative and the contact sheets made by Riley and Niven (fig. 1.14, 

1.15)? And how is that in proportion to the book published by Riley and Niven (fig. 1.16)? A 

comparison to the digital appearance might give answers to these questions.  

 First mapping the different Internet archives, there seems to be two ‘legitimate’, 

publicly accessible databases that were created in cooperation with the Cambodian 

government, historians and/or American universities, funded by international organizations 

or governments (leaving the microfilming project of Cornell University out of consideration as 

those files are not accessible online). Besides those two online databases, an unauthorized and 

arbitrary website (www.tuolsleng.com) contains an uncategorized selection of images. The 

anonymous makers titled the images with non-consecutive numbers and gave them a caption 

and year whenever this was known of the photograph.75 Khmer Rouge propaganda images are 

presented in between mug shots of Tuol Sleng prisoners (fig. 1.1a, 1.1b). Besides the distinct 

name, this website does not put the photographs in any context.  

 Looking at the first ‘legitimate’ database, there is the ‘Tuol Sleng image database’ 

within the ‘Cambodian Genocide Program’ (CGP) website of Yale University.76 Including a 

search function, slideshow and the option to add information (captions) to the images, this 

elaborated online database was set up after scanning all documents in New Haven and all 

photographs at the Documentation Center of Cambodia (DC-Cam) in Phnom Penh. From the 

                                                
75 www.tuolsleng.com and author’s interview with Tuol Sleng deputy archive director Sotha Nong, 
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website.  
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formal aspects and communication with Professor Ben Kiernan, I conclude that the images in 

the CGP photographic database were scanned (low resolution) from the Riley and Niven 

reproductions, the earlier mentioned ‘albums of proof’, and not from the original negatives or 

prints in 1996 (fig. 1.17). This could mean that the team under the management of Kiernan did 

not obtain access to the negatives, or that the negatives possibly never left the Tuol Sleng 

buildings for investigation or preservation. As can be seen from the illustration (fig. 1.17), the 

CGP decided to scan a selection of the Riley and Niven reproduction and not the full frame 

like the two American photojournalists did. The CGP choose to maintain the documentation 

value of the photographs. Deriving from the CGP project, DC-Cam was established as an 

online database as well (second ‘legitimate’ database). Although the DC-Cam website is not as 

sophisticated in design as CGP’s, the digital photographs are organized and categorized. This 

database does not contain the mug shot photographs from Tuol Sleng (fig. 1.1b), but they do 

contain the Vietnamese ‘discovery’ photographs (fig. 1.4) as well as portraits of the former 

Khmer Rouge leaders and Khmer Rouge propaganda images (fig. 1.1a).  

 Clearly, the (digital) settings in which photography occurs have increased extensively 

since the production of this archive in the ‘seventies. Sontag stated that the distractive nature 

of social institutions such as a museum or gallery adds to the way in which photographs are 

valued. She emphasized that ‘the weight and seriousness of such photographs survive better 

in a book’, 77 because one can look for an unset period of time without being distracted by 

external factors such as visitors in a museum. This time aspect would also apply to the images 

of the digital databases, as one can also look for an unset period of time from a computer at 

home. Anne Thurmann-Jajes states that there are differences between a photo book and an 

autonomous photograph. She finds photographic reproduction in books or printed media the 

most appropriate method of publication for photography. Because photography is a mass 

medium, mass (re)production corresponds best to its character. Besides that, a book has the 

extra dimension of the comparative element.78 In the case of the Tuol Sleng photographs, I 

decided to leave the book The Killing Fields 79 out of consideration as that has no link to the 

original archive. It is, however, true that the time aspect – one can look for an unset period of 

time – and the indirect physical confrontation of a book does make a difference, but in this 

case, the book communicates an aesthetical message which cannot be compared to the other 

physical prints. Even though I entirely agree with both Sontag and Thurmann-Jajes, their 

notions do not apply to the Tuol Sleng archive. Since all reproductive appearances such as 

prints in museums, books, digital databases lack a well-considered context and even seem – 

to a certain extent – irrelevant, I believe the original archive (negatives and first prints, fig. 

1.8) is the solitary valuable entity of this genocidal archive. To fully comprehend its complex 

meaning, one has to investigate the original production. As a consequence of the materiality 

of the originals, to study them becomes a private affair. Holding a piece of paper with a small 

passport-size photo made me aware of the intensity of a personal dossier with every detail of a 
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person’s life. On the other hand, studying the museum exhibition or digital files on the 

Internet, had less impact on me, as they are a collective and public experience. Looking at 

hundreds of anonymous portraits on a display, the images became a grid on my retina, the 

people became pawns. Besides the formal aspect of the grid, another aspect that is important, 

is ‘size’. Archives tend to lose any sense of size; pictures get blown up and there is no longer 

connection to human proportion. This is also the case with the original Tuol Sleng archive and 

its reproductions. The large reproductions appear unreal whereas the  small originals make 

more sense considering their utility value. The pocketsize originals take you back to the past; 

they seem to contain the aura that German philosopher Walter Benjamin formulated.80     

 

1.5 Conclusion Chapter 1  
 
  

 The conclusion of chapter 1 will elucidate the transformation of meanings or 

functions of the Cambodian genocide photographs in different categories of archives. Many 

shifts, sometimes radical, can be identified throughout the past decades, starting with the 

management and supervision of the archive. The production and publicity of this archive 

turned out to be completely dominated by the Khmer Rouge, but they lost all control over the 

media after their downfall in 1979. The archive became public domain, fell into different 

hands and now belongs to the Cambodian government. The complex relationship between the 

state and the archive is not surprising. The government can neither deny nor destroy the 

archive (unlikely after the Vietnamese discovery in 1979). However, the state did manage to 

stay in denial of debt (genocidal activities) despite the acknowledgement of the archive. 

Another learned fact was the disconnection between the visual historiography and the written 

historiography, in other words, the fact that the story we read is not the story we see. Like 

Derrida, I agree to critically question the authority and truth in archives, as all scientific work 

has – to a certain extent – a provisional nature. Obviously, the role of this archive has been as 

significant as it has been controversial, meaning that a lot of weight was put on the context of 

its appearance. A conclusion is that the Cambodian historiography has been dictated by the 

context of its representations and is still dictated by it. One wonders if it will always be.  

 The Tuol Sleng archive, and representations of it, occurred in rather different 

discourses in the past 30 years. The mug shot photographs appeared in politics, in the 

administration of justice, in art and most recently in the cultural heritage discourse. However, 

this archive failed to contribute to its educational and historical function, or even 

commitment. The archive appears to be just a tool of those in power; and a transparent 

investigation or disclosure seems not to exist. 

 Elaborating on the archive’s involvement in the art discourse, I tend to argue that 

photographs classified as ‘art’ and shown in art institutions, communicate independently 

from their subject or caption. The now ‘artistic’ mug shots lost all connection to the original 

small prints that originally were designed as database documentation. I stress the conclusion 
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that the appearance of, or a selection of this archive in the art discourse has no connection, 

either formal or concerning the content, to the original archive. The way the Cambodian 

archive appears in the art discourse – disconnected from its original use – results in a 

misrepresentation and interpretation of this body of work. No longer is it a representation of 

passport-size photographs as a means of identification, but instead the photographs look – 

incorrectly – like an improvised mug shot database and an almost autonomous work of art. 

This means that where the Khmer Rouge are judged on their improvised way of setting up a 

database, they actually worked much more precisely and profoundly than can be learned from 

Riley and Niven’s reproduction. 

 Comparing the digital appearance of this archive to the physical status, I argue that all 

digital representations are fairly over-estimated. All reproductive appearances, such as prints 

in museums, books or digital databases lack a well-considered context and even seem 

completely irrelevant at times, I believe the original archive (negatives and first prints, fig. 

1.8) is the solitary valuable entity of this genocidal archive. An investigation into the original 

production appeared essential to me, in an attempt to comprehend its complex meaning.  

 Astonishingly enough, this archive seems familiar and accessible at first sight – it 

even seems omnipresent at times – but it turns out to be enfolded with vagueness and 

enforced enclosure. This is a worrying fact considering the research of Cambodian and 

international students/scholars and the willingness and urgent need for internal 

understanding for this period of Cambodian history.  
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The Evidence 

 

Chapter 2:  Eyewitness 

 

 

 The second chapter addresses representation issues of historical events through the 

perspective of a single image from the Democratic Kampuchea archive. The main research 

question adds to what extent and in what way a historical event such as the Cambodian 

genocide can be represented through a single photograph. Appendix 02 elaborates on the 

cultural and juridical meaning of the denomination ‘Cambodian genocide’. When I use the 

term genocide in this research I adhere strictly to the international legal definition, and 

exclude any personal interpretation of the word. In section 2.1 the main question is: what is 

the evidential quality of individual photographs as consequences of the level of transparency? 

The emphasis will be on the role of the photographer as an eyewitness of the situation. 

Subsequently, section 2.2 examines the ‘time’ aspect of a photograph from the perspective of 

the spectator. How can the transfer of information change through time and what are the 

unavoidable ‘blind fields’ in this case? By analyzing unintentional medium specific aspects 

such as the non-discriminative character of photography, section 2.3 explores the  ‘presence’ 

and ‘absence’ issues from the perspective of the photograph as interface. Chapter 2 concludes 

with a statement on the ability of the mug shot to represent an historical event such as the 

genocidal activities of the Khmer Rouge regime.  

 

 

2.1 Transparency of the Khmer Rouge photographs for evidential purposes 

 

 

 In order to investigate to what extent the Khmer Rouge photographic archive visually 

represents genocidal activities, it helps to look at individual photographs from this body of 

work. The level of transparency in photographs through, for example, the framing of the 

image can indicate the presence of the photographer, whereas the unintentional details and 

nonchalance of the image makes us forget the mediator. I must clarify that transparency here 

does not mean physical transparency; the object of a slide or negative, but it concerns 

transparency in the sense of the subject; the image as a window through which we look at the 

world. For representational issues concerning the transparency of the Khmer Rouge 

photographs, the emphasis lies on the role of the photographer as an eyewitness. The 

inadequacy of using these photographs for evidential purposes in the current Extraordinary 

Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) must be taken into account as integral 

confidentiality regarding the investigation of the Co-Investigating Judges for the ECCC 
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applies.81 So far, the only judicial statement that can be confirmed is the function of these 

photographs for illustration purposes accompanying victims’ testimonies during the trial.82  

 It appears evident that these photographs enclose a high level of transparency. To 

some extent we (the spectators) are looking through a window into the Khmer Rouge era in 

Cambodia; these mug shots come across as realistic and credible (fig. 2.1). The images contain 

certain nonchalant details and most of them are sharply focused, which surely contributes to 

the transparency of the image. As John Szarkowski stated, a photograph reminds one of the 

presence of reality. I agree that these photographs certainly do so.83 But the question is; why 

do they remind us so strongly of the presence of reality? Susan Sontag stated that 

photographs are a species of alchemy; for all that they are prized as a transparent account of 

reality.84 But I believe that besides this technical solution, there is also a different connection. 

In answering this question, I will need to make a distinction between the original use (and its 

corresponding framing, fig. 2.1) and the generally known representation of this archive 

created by Chris Riley and Doug Niven (fig. 1.16).85 In the latter case, the surface or ‘skin’ of 

the photograph becomes noticeable through the way the photograph is framed, as Riley and 

Niven reproduced the full negative. In other words, the intervention of the photographer (the 

operator) becomes visible through the framing of the photograph: e.g. the woman’s hands on 

the picture on the left are not in the frame, and the baby is cropped on the image. This is 

where we are reminded that we are looking at a photograph; as the photograph as an object 

becomes perceptible. At the same time the visible presence of the photographer makes the 

representation of reality reliable and truthful, and the photographer is clearly an eyewitness 

to the photographed situation. Now this theory does not fully apply if it comes to the original 

use and framing of the photograph (fig. 2.1). The original prints – the passport-size photos 

produced to accompany the personal dossiers of the prisoners – hardly contain ‘unintentional’ 

details. From the negative, only the face and shoulders of the depicted person are selected and 

printed. The surrounding details and accidental aspects in the background were cropped from 

the final print. This means that the presence of the photographer through framing is not really 

applicable here. It is true that the same negative was used for both reproductions, but the 

framing of the print in the dark room creates a different degree of transparency.  

 I would argue that in terms of creative interference of the photographer, this aspect 

mostly belongs to Riley and Niven. The framing of the Khmer Rouge photographers was made 

visible by Riley and Niven by printing the entire negative, whereas the Khmer Rouge 

photographers chose to only select the information they needed from the photograph. This 

selection process by the Khmer Rouge photographers makes the image in a certain way more 

                                                
81 Author’s interview with Maud Sarlieve, Phnom Penh, 29 October 2010. Photographic evidence 
material has been used in other genocide related trials such as the International Criminal Tribunal for 
the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in 2009. In another case, at the International Criminal Tribunal for 
Rwanda (ICTR) in 2000, there was some discussion on the probative value of the photographic 
evidence.    
82 Author’s interview with Youk Chhang, Phnom Penh, 12 October 2010.  
83 Szarkowski 1966 
84 Sontag 2003, p.72 
85 See chapter 1, section 1.3  
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transparent as we tend to forget we are looking at a photograph. However, the original 

passport-size photographs are in fact photographs created in two stages: the ‘taking’ of the 

photograph by pressing the shutter and the ‘making’ of the print from a selection of the 

negative in the darkroom. Although this crop makes the photograph more familiar as a genre, 

as in passport photographs, it leaves out the trace of the photographer as an eyewitness 

through his visibility in framing. Even though in this case the operator was actually there as 

an eyewitness, Riley and Niven were not present at the event as eyewitnesses; but their 

reproductions of the full negatives reveal the presence of a photographer. In the spirit of the 

Khmer Rouge age, concepts of creative interference had no meaning; the photographers were 

only ordered to identify and depict their ‘enemies’. By contrast, Riley and Niven felt the need 

to portray the ‘victims’ of the Khmer Rouge. In both cases, the (original) photographer 

functions as an eyewitness to the situation he photographed. However, one needs text and 

context with the images to learn exactly what he saw. Cambodian artist Ly Daravuth reminds 

the viewer in his installation ‘Messengers’ that the Khmer Rouge photographed its faithful 

cadres as well as its incarcerated enemies (fig. 1.9).86 Comparatively, the cover image of Dutch 

photographer Ad van Denderen’s book Occupation Soldier exemplifies this lack of context in 

the case of photographic portraits (fig. 2.2). The Cambodian mug shots seem to be only 

superficial appearances, in the way that German philosopher Walter Benjamin concludes 

photography’s characteristic of showing only the exterior of the subject.87  

 To return to the evidential qualities of these mug shots as a result of photographic 

transparency, it is not possible – as the trial is ongoing – to conclude anything relevant in 

terms of jurisprudence. The concerning photographers could testify, but therefore not 

necessarily the photographs as objects. Even though the Tuol Sleng mug shots give us 

historical information, they do not literally represent the act of genocide. Moreover, the 

juridical charge of ‘genocide’ is only partially applicable.88 Australian scholar Holocaust and 

Genocide Studies Paul Williams says that the pictures – as objects – are not just secondary 

representations of history but primary evidence from it. I agree how today the portraits 

symbolize a historical event. However, Wiliams switches to the spectator’s perspective when 

he writes that ‘if the portrayed people are the luckless faces of death, our looking at them 

condemns them to a new death every time, since they can stand for nothing else’.89 He argues 

that the viewer becomes the executioner’s witness; a statement that is not further disputed in 

his theory. Williams combines the spectator’s and the object’s perspective in terms of 

evidential qualities which, in my opinion, seems an emotional finding instead of an academic 

analysis. Belgian philosopher Marc de Kesel concludes differently from the photographic 

images that came out of Auschwitz. De Kesel finds these images illusive and misleading, 

because one cannot represent or ‘picture’ the inconceivable or the unimaginable – that is a 

                                                
86 See Chapter 1, section 1.3. According to survivors’ stories, not all of the portrayed people in the Tuol 
Sleng Genocide Museum were eventually killed. As the Khmer Rouge also photographed their own staff, 
it remains unclear who were the victims and/or the perpetrators. 
87 Benjamin in Trachtenberg 1980 
88 See appendix 02 
89 Williams 2004, p. 245 
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genocidal act such as the Holocaust – and questions the reliability as evidence material.90 

Besides photography’s strong reference to reality, it can lack imaginative power. The 

Cambodian archive contains many portraits of people; they will need text or information in 

order to be contextualized.  

 So these photographic portraits, compared to moving image (film), might not give 

enough information in themselves to serve evidential purposes. To illustrate this, Thet 

Sambath’s and Rob Lemkin’s documentary film Enemies of the People however, could – 

unintentionally – serve as evidence.91 Sambath filmed Khmer Rouge leader Nuon Chea (a.k.a. 

Brother Number Two) for about ten years up until his arrest in 2007. “The court asked to use 

our film as part of the dossier of evidence in the case against Nuon Chea”, Sambath explains, 

“the problem is: I always told Nuon Chea my work was for historical research purposes so that 

the world might know his story and certainly not connected to any court proceedings”.92 

Without going into the ethical question of documentary sources here I may conclude that 

photography and film can function differently in terms of representation. Nevertheless, 

looking at both the photographer and filmmaker as eyewitness, they can definitely become 

visible through the frame. Susan Sontag mentioned that “the photographic image, even to the 

extent that it is a trace, cannot be simply a transparency of something that happened”.93 I 

agree with her, in that an image is always chosen by someone: the photographer or operator. 

“To photograph is to frame, and to frame is to exclude”, according to Sontag. Thus indirectly, 

and sometimes invisibly, the photographer is always present through the frame of the 

photograph, as the frame is his frame. The frame is the formal aspect that links the 

photograph to the photographer. By this means the photographer is a witness and as such 

could therefore testify at a trial. Does this mean that the photographer – a human being – is 

more reliable than the photograph – a mechanically reproduced object? Returning to the 

research question of the evidential quality of individual photographs as consequences of the 

level of transparency is, I conclude that the photograph – the image – is in fact only the 

evidence that the photographer witnessed a particular situation. This means that the 

photograph is not the evidence of a particular situation in this case – we don’t see the act of 

genocide taking place – but is evidence that the photographer was there; a conclusion we can 

draw from the transparency of the negative reproduced by Riley and Niven. The original 

cropped passport-size photographs have a different transparent quality in the sense that they 

are more familiar to us in style as a result of the selection process of two stages. Nevertheless, 

the photographer has the photograph as an object of proof to visualize his testimony.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
90 Kesel 2008 
91 Sambath & Lemkin 2009 
92 Sambath 2010 
93 Sontag 2003, p.41 
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2.2 “This-will-be” or “that-has-been”?  
 
  
 Photography embalms time. Time is the most impressive aspect of photography, says 

French philosopher and critic Roland Barthes.94 A photograph is a slice of time, as Susan 

Sontag put it.95 Not only literally through the mechanical act of pressing the shutter at a 

certain speed – this is the operator’s point of view – but also from the spectator’s perspective 

on duration and transferring information. At the moment of taking the picture, the 

photographer cannot foresee the future tense in which his photograph will be perceived; but 

at the same time, a photograph is always historical for the viewer. Looking at a photograph is 

looking at the past; looking at the Khmer Rouge mug shots is looking at the nineteen-

seventies. But do we then see an image of something that ‘was’ (a moment in the past) or are 

we looking at death in the future? Does a photograph have the capability of preserving the 

object, as French film critic André Bazin claims?96 The medium specific aspect of ‘time’ in 

photography gives an interesting and complex vision on the transfer of information – and the 

lack of it – within these Cambodian mug shots. This section shows that without any 

contextualization the certainty of representation is particularly problematic. Contrary to the 

perspective of the first section of this chapter, this section emphasizes the role of the 

spectator.  

 In the second part of Camera Lucida, Barthes develops the meaning of punctum97 

from a formal aspect, that is, the ‘unintentional detail’, into a matter of intensity, meaning 

‘Time’.98 Barthes illustrates his concept of the undoubtedly existing referent of the photograph 

– ‘the thing has been there’ or ‘that-has-been’ – with a photograph of prisoner Lewis Payne 

from 1865 with the caption “He is dead and he is going to die…” (fig. 2.3).99 He becomes 

aware of a certain ‘defeat of Time’ in historical photographs and it is this time aspect that 

pricks him as the punctum of the photograph; the equivalence of the past and the future in a 

single image. Comparing a specific photograph from the Tuol Sleng archive with Gardner’s 

photograph, the similarities turn out to be explicit (fig. 2.4 and 2.7a & b: examples of 

Auschwitz’s prisoners occur to be corresponding in this case as well). The imprisoned and 

chained men are alive in the photograph, but they will die (then) and they are dead (today). 

And if they are not dead today (there is no absoluteness regarding fig. 2.4) they certainly will 

die at some point in time. That makes me wonder whether Barthes’s Time-punctum is 

applicable to every single historical photograph, as surely all human beings will die at some 

point in time.  

 Another example from Tuol Sleng proves otherwise (fig. 2.5). This man was already 

dead when the photograph was taken, or certainly was close to death. The image comes across 

as a contemporary post-mortem photograph. These photographs of tortured and deceased 

                                                
94 Barthes 1982 
95 Sontag 1979 
96 Bazin 1945 
97 Barthes 1982. Punctum is the unintended ‘point’ in the photograph that touches or pricks the 
spectator.  
98 Barthes 1982, p. 96 
99 Barthes 1982, p. 95 
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prisoners were taken in order to show the Khmer Rouge leaders a proof of the elimination of 

their enemies. This in contrast to 19th century post-mortem photographs which were taken in 

order to remember the deceased (the deceased appear ‘lifelike’). These Khmer Rouge 

photographs were taken to prove ‘death’; formal elements such as blood and the subject’s pose 

add to this evidential information transfer. So in fact there is only the “that-has-been” aspect 

and no “this-will-be”; ‘He is dead and has already died…’ to speak in Barthes’s vocabulary.100 

There is no equality of the past and the future in this single image. No death in the future, but 

a proof of death at a certain point in time.  

 A photograph of a deceased person does not contain the Time-punctum as Barthes 

has described it previously; there is no such duration of time for the spectator. This does not 

mean, however, that the spectator cannot experience a punctum looking at this photograph. 

According to a different definition of ‘time’ the spectator can also experience time when he 

becomes aware of the time distance between the moment he looks at the image and the 

moment the image was taken.101 I argue that this experience of time does apply to the post-

mortem photograph from Tuol Sleng (fig. 2.5) as the spectator perceives the historical 

photograph as an object from the past. Successively to figure 2.4, it might be interesting to 

look at work from Dutch documentary photographer Roger Cremers (fig. 2.6). Cremers does 

not capture a dead body, but a person who plays a dead person. The ‘corpse’ depicted is an 

actor in his series on war re-enactment during a so-called Festival of Living History. 

Barthes’s statement about the photograph showing him a direct image of someone at a certain 

moment in the past seems questionable here. Not only is the photograph in this case 

historical, the subject also imitates an historical event at a different moment in history than 

the original event. The spectator looks at an event from the past being replayed in the present. 

He sees a person that is not yet dead, but pretends to be dead and is still going to die one day.      

 There is a clear distinction between the examples mentioned before in terms of the 

information transfer within the image. Under Khmer Rouge rule, the information being 

transferred meant – almost exclusively – identification (fig. 2.1) or proof of death (fig. 2.5). At 

that time, the spectator himself was in any case a member of the Khmer Rouge. More than 

thirty years later, the information being transferred has changed not only as the result of time 

passing by, but also as a result of a different composition of spectators. The original 

information of ‘identification’ has been transformed into ‘anonymity’ and even ‘symbol’, as we 

can speak of Barthes’s Time-punctum; an equivalence of the past and the future in the same 

image. On the other hand, the images that functioned as ‘proofs of death’ seem static; the 

situation of the people depicted is unchanged and in this respect there is no element of time 

passing. However, the spectator does become aware of the distance in time between the 

moment the photograph was taken and the moment he looks at the photograph. When 

contextualized, Cremers’s images (fig. 2.6) call strongly upon the element of time passing in 

terms of the equivalence of the past and the future in one image; the subject pretends to be 

dead, but has not died yet and certainly will die at some point in time. However, without the 
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context of war re-enactment the spectator will only experience ‘time’ by discovering the time 

distance in the taking of and looking at the photograph – as is also the case with post-mortem 

photographs.  

 I emphasize that as a consequence of the passage of time – a certain defeat of time – 

the transfer of information changed the people depicted into symbols of a specific period in 

history. The photographs don’t refer directly to the person they represent or depict, as was the 

case when the model as well as the spectator was a Khmer Rouge cadre. Dutch historian Henri 

Beunders and scholar Martijn Kleppe conclude in their essay on the photograph as source of 

scientific research that conclusions of research on the ‘afterlife’ of images mostly come down 

to the role of images in the visualized society and their change of context.102 This, argue 

Beunders and Kleppe, is the result of cropping the original image and the fact that the cause 

of the image does not matter anymore. I disagree in the case of the Cambodian mug shots; 

surely their context has changed over time as a result of, among other reasons, the cropping of 

the image – as concluded in chapter 1. But the cause of these images still matters. Time has 

told us spectators the fate of many of these people; a portrait of a Cambodian prisoner could 

represent the genocide by transferring the information of that prisoner’s fate. But the 

photographic portraits do not give the spectator any specific historical information; the viewer 

does not know whether the depicted people are victims or perpetrators or whether a photo 

might even be staged.   

 Film critic André Bazin concludes that a photograph is an image of something that 

was, and that motion-picture film exists in our time and space.103 I argue that in this case the 

post-mortem photograph seems to be an image of the past in terms of the spectator’s 

experience as an object of the past (fig. 2.5); but the mug shots exist in our time and space 

because they bridge ‘past’ and ‘future’ in one image: Barthes’s initial Time-punctum (fig. 2.1, 

2.4). I believe that other forms of photography, not only film, have that aspect of ‘living in the 

present’. Bazin concluded that a photograph has the ability to preserve the object and Sontag 

argued that “photographs objectify; they turn an event or a person into something that can be 

possessed”.104 I believe that from the spectator’s perspective, photographs can seem highly 

transparent – in the sense of an intimate view of a person or object through a window – thus 

allowing the spectator to feel that he actually possesses whatever is depicted on the 

photograph. In the case of the Cambodian mug shots however, I argue that the people 

depicted transcend possession. That (the living person in front of the camera) has been, that 

(death) will occur, and now, looking back on history after 30 years, that (as historical event) 

has been. The circle of time is complete, which gives these images an eternal aura for the 

spectator.    
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2.3 Non-discriminative photographs as a tool for discriminative crimes such as 
genocide 

 
  

 In the last section of this chapter on representational and evidential matters, I 

address the ‘absence’ and ‘presence’ issues of photography. Some theorists experience 

photography as a matter of ‘absence’ because it reminds them of looking at the past. Others 

associate photography with the present because the stillness of a photograph makes it an 

object of contemplation. The first two parts of this chapter emphasize, respectively, the 

photographer (operator) and viewer (spectator); the third and last part of chapter 2 

emphasizes the photograph as interface. The interface, or meeting point, is a consequence of 

the paradoxical relationship between the photograph as the outcome of a non-discriminative 

medium and the use of that medium for discriminative crimes such as genocide.   

 According to the international legal definition of genocide – ‘the systematic 

destruction with intent of a specific ethnic, religious or national group in whole or in part’ – 

one can speak of genocide only in a few cases regarding the Khmer Rouge trials.105 However, 

the fact that war crimes were committed seems clear. The intent of these crimes and the 

deliberation behind them came to light from many written Khmer Rouge documents, and 

from other sources, but the consequences were captured in photographic images.106 

Photography was used as a political tool. I identify one of the medium-specific aspects of 

photography as its non-discriminative character. Nevertheless, crimes – and perhaps 

genocidal crimes – were intentionally committed. This means that the Cambodian 

photographs became a physical interface between communist leaders in search of justification 

for their strategy and the legitimate structure of a mug-shot database.  

 Francis M. Deng of the Sudan, the now Special Adviser to the UN Secretary-General 

on the prevention of genocide, says that genocide is an extreme form of conflicts of 

identities.107 It involves conflicts that may be based on race, ethnicity, religion or nationality; 

and these in turn are marked by a great deal of discrimination and exclusion. Deng argues 

that a nation can be in total denial and can attributes the horrific crimes of a genocide to a 

single person – Pol Pot, in Cambodia’s case. He says that we should ask ourselves what 

conditions produce a universal evil (e.g. the Holocaust) and if such an evil would be our own 

national responsibility. Instead of looking at social causes, Canadian historian and politician 

Michael Ignatieff questions and criticizes the realization of the concept ‘genocide’; he clarifies 

that genocide is not a moral universal which binds us all together, but a loose slogan which 

drives us apart.108 “Genocide is a crime whose identity turns on intention”, he writes in the 

introduction of photographer Simon Norfolk’s reflective book For most of it I have no words 

(fig. 2.8).109 “Genocide is a category of horror, an invitation to abandon all discrimination. 

Abandoning the word might seem better, were it not that the crime it describes continues to 
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exist”, concludes Ignatieff.110 Looking critically at the effect of social understanding of the 

‘genocide’ concept – that is, the concept that should be an invitation to abandon all 

discrimination – Ignatieff’s statement seems paradoxical in the introduction of an 

autonomous photo book. Photography by nature is sentenced to embrace all elements; it 

operates non-discriminatively within the frame, which forms a contrast to the concept of 

‘genocide’. In the second half of the 19th century ‘objective’ photography was used to classify 

human beings in several ‘types’ through phrenology and physiognomy (external features) in 

order to stress the differences between people; photographs were intended to support 

discriminative visions. Leading French police officer and biometrics researcher Alphonse 

Bertillon was credited with inventing the mug shot – called ‘Bertillonage’ at the time – as a 

criminal-identification system (fig. 2.9).111 A century later, the Khmer Rouge did not primarily 

intend to eliminate people based on physical appearances, but focused instead on character 

and the will to support and obey their leaders,112 human traits that cannot be photographed. 

The external differences between people from the same nation are completely absent from the 

Khmer Rouge photographic archive. The Cambodian mug shots cannot distinguish between 

prisoners and KR employees, in contrast to, for example, German Nazis who emphasized the 

physical differences between Jews and Aryans (fig. 2.7a & b).  

 As horrible as the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge were, it remains questionable to 

what extent they committed genocide or ‘tribe murder’.113 As mentioned before, Deng 

concludes that genocidal conflicts are marked by discrimination and exclusion. It is 

remarkable that by matter of selection from the negative and isolation in the KR prison 

archive these passport-size photos in fact emphasize ‘exclusion’. This possibly is a connection 

between the Khmer Rouge’s mostly non-discriminative – but intentional – offences and their 

use of photography as non-discriminative political tool. For example, the KR also forced 

imprisoned artists to paint portraits of communist leaders (e.g. Pol Pot, Ho Chi Minh) from a 

photographic sample in order to create propaganda images of individuals (2.10).114 The 

question is whether this would have had the same effect with the medium of photography.115 

The other way round, Dutch artist Peter Klashorst paints portraits of the Tuol Sleng mug shot 

photographs in order to avoid the photographic non-discriminative element (fig. 2.11).116 

 Returning to the time aspect of these photographs, their content could refer to the 

war crimes of the Khmer Rouge regime, which means that the subjects of these photographs 

refer to the past. I would argue that in this case, the photographs refer to being ‘absent’. 

Photographs experienced as looking at the past (absence) lead to the relationship of 

photography to memory and death (I elaborate on the meaning of these photographs in terms 
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of memory and monument in chapter 3). However, I believe that the photograph as object – 

or interface – refers strongly to the present. Austrian photographer and historian Arno 

Gisinger, for example, states that in his projects portraying the visual representation of 

history, he always starts from the present day as “our ideas of the past – which brings us back 

to Benjamin – are always generated on the basis of the here and now and cannot be 

reconstructed objectively from the past”.117 Gisinger’s latest publication, titled Konstellation. 

Walter Benjamin en exil, contains photographs of Benjamin’s places of exile between 1933 

and 1940 (fig. 2.12). Roland Barthes also emphasizes the presence status of photographs; he 

stresses the time-related difference between ‘history’ and ‘photography’ in the sense that he 

cannot deny that ‘the thing has been there’ in photography, which makes ‘each photograph a 

certificate of presence’ (where ‘History is an intellectual discourse which abolishes mythic 

Time’).118 Although Barthes assures the presence of the subject in front of the lens – in the 

case of non-manipulated photographs – this does not say anything about the person depicted 

nor about the location where it was photographed. In the KR photographs, there are no 

indications of a connection to a Cambodian prison.  

 According to Barthes, photography is authentication itself. But this does not mean 

that these mug shots are thus able to represent the Khmer Rouge atrocities. To a certain 

extent, I support the point of view that photography is experienced as ‘presence’. On the one 

hand I conclude that the photograph as interface is present at Tuol Sleng because it functions 

as independent object, and authenticates the existence of certain things or beings. On the 

other hand, the subject – extracted from the concept of transparency – of the photograph 

could refer to the past, which would result in an experience of ‘absence’. Placing photographs 

in their historical context means looking at the past. However, when the surface or ‘skin’ of 

these photographs becomes perceptible, the spectator becomes aware of the medium. 

Becoming aware means experiencing the moment or being in the present. I believe that in the 

present these mug shots do represent a murderous regime as long as we are sure that these 

photographs were taken at that location and at that specific time. Whenever it turns out that 

these images are taken somewhere else or in a different period of time, the meaning of the 

images will change – but the images themselves don’t change.       

 

2.4 Conclusion Chapter 2 
 
  
 The question of whether a single image from the Cambodian database could represent 

a historical event such as the Khmer Rouge era produces diverging results. Analyzing from the 

perspective of the operator (photographer), spectator (viewer) and the photograph as 

interface was not the exclusive key to these different findings. It is not possible to conclude 

anything relevant in terms of jurisprudence, because the trial against the Khmer Rouge 

leaders is ongoing.119 Nevertheless, in terms of transparency and the eyewitness status of the 
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photographer, the Tuol Sleng mug shots do have evidential qualities – leaving the judicial side 

out of consideration. Even though these mug shots can give us some historical information, 

they do not literally represent the act of genocide as such (fig. 2.1). The photographs could not 

appear in court as ‘witnesses’, but the photographer(s) on the other hand, could testify as the 

photographs are their own evidence as witness to a situation. The fact that the operator 

functions as a witness becomes visible through the framing of the image; the frame is, after 

all, his frame. The level of transparency within the Cambodian mug shots results in the 

visibility of the operator, which then makes him a witness.  

 Switching perspectives to that of the spectator, the time element of the photos results 

in a different view of the representation issue. Firstly, a distinction needs to be made between 

the mug shots and contemporary post-mortem photographs (respectively fig. 2.1 and 2.5) in 

terms of the information transfer within the image. At the time of production – under Khmer 

Rouge rule – the information being transferred implied identification (fig. 2.1) or proof of 

death (fig. 2.5) because the spectator was always a member of the Khmer Rouge. After three 

decades have passed, the information transfer has changed because the spectators and the 

aspect of ‘time’ are different. The ‘identification’ of that era has changed into today’s 

‘anonymity’ and ‘symbol’. Whereas the mug shots contain an equivalence of past and future in 

the same image, the post-mortem photographs do not show time passing in the same way 

because the situation of the person depicted remains unchanged. The stretch and force of time 

within these photographs, in other words, the that-has-been and this-will-be element, give 

the images an eternal aura in the sense that they’ve become symbols of a specific period in 

history. And this is because of the meaning that we gave these photographs. The mug shots 

don’t refer directly to the person they represent anymore – as was the case when they 

communicated ‘identification’ – but these photographs became traces of a tragic regime in 

history. I argue that as a result of time, spectators learned the fate of these people – as a result 

of studium 120 – and therefore a portrait of a Cambodian prisoner can represent the genocide 

in terms of transferring the information of that prisoner’s fate. 

 Finally, the representation element of these pictures is considered from the 

perspective of the photograph as object and the matter of ‘absence’ and presence’ issues. As 

the determination of ‘genocide’ concerning Khmer Rouge activities is only partly applicable, I 

have identified the photographs as a physical interface between the Khmer Rouge leaders – 

who sought justification for their strategy – and the legitimate structure or even the nature of 

a mug-shot database. Despite the certainty of the subject’s presence, which authenticates the 

photograph itself, this does not mean that the Cambodian mug shots are able to represent the 

Khmer Rouge genocidal deeds. The photographs do not tell us anything about the person 

depicted or about the location. However, in terms of exclusion there is a possible link between 

the Khmer Rouge’s genocidal atrocities and the choice to use photography as part of the KR 

political methodology; in the process of selection from the negative, and isolation in the 

prison archive these passport-size photos emphasize ‘discrimination’.  

                                                
120 Barthes 1982. Studium is the cultural and political interpretation of a photograph. 
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 I argue that these photographs as objects are mostly related to the present. Partly 

because – agreeing with Barthes – they authenticate the existence of certain human beings 

and currently function as independent objects. The interface of the photograph is being 

challenged here, which raises awareness among spectators. An argument for these 

photographs referring to being absent is the subject of the photographs that could refer to the 

past; this, then, creates an experience of ‘absence’.  
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The Monument 
 

 
Chapter 3:  Contemplating 

 
 
 
 The third and last chapter of this research focuses on the role and function of the 

Cambodian mug shots as a monument. How do these photographs relate to concepts of 

memory, remembrance and mortality? I analyze these issues from the perspective of both the 

single photograph as well as the archive as an entity.  First, I introduce the Memento Mori-

concept, vulnerability and the juxtaposition of power within the Cambodian prison 

photographs, and define the term ‘monument’. In section 3.1 I examine the mug shot as an 

object of contemplation and its function in a memorial site. Appendix 03 describes the way 

the Tuol Sleng Museum is currently arranged. The last section 3.2 investigates the universal 

laws of entropy in the digital age and the paradoxical relationship between memory images 

and photographs. How can these photographs function in remembering horrifying events?    

 
 “Images have been reproached for being a way of watching suffering at a distance, as if there  
 were some other way of watching. But watching up close – without the mediation of an 
 image – is still just watching… There’s nothing wrong with standing back and thinking. To 
 paraphrase several sages: ‘Nobody can think and hit someone at the same time’.” 121 

 
 
 Much attention, journalistic and academic, has been given to the most prominent 

Tuol Sleng photographer, Nhem En.122 It seems that in contemplating this extraordinary 

volume of photographs people search for answers with the photographer. Concluding from 

Chapter 2 that the photographer was an eyewitness but contributed no creative interference, I 

don’t share this interest in the photographer in terms of motives or guilt. Even though the 

Tuol Sleng photographers portrayed handcuffed and chained people, it is not determined that 

they were using the camera as an instrument of power. The Khmer Rouge had their ‘staff’ 

photographed as well,123 so it was the leaders who used photography and the structure of 

databases to ‘control’ the Cambodian people – victims and perpetrators.  

 Susan Sontag claimed that a photographer participates in another person’s mortality, 

vulnerability, mutability. Photographing chained and terrified people who have just entered a 

prison after a long and uncertain journey seems the ultimate proof of that statement (fig. 

3.2).124 In terms of police identification photos – mug shots – one can conclude that the 

photographer is surely participating in the model’s vulnerability; a suspect is photographed 

under the complete control of the police. Sontag correctly identified the camera and the gun 

as ‘shooting’ a subject and shooting a human being.125  The suspect is vulnerable and 

powerless. This is not different from the prisoners at Tuol Sleng, but what interests me is the 

                                                
121 Sontag 2003, p. 105 – 106   
122 See appendix 01 
123 See section 1.3 and 2.1  
124 Okazaki 2008, see also appendix 01 
125 Sontag 2003, p. 60 
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role of the Tuol Sleng photographer. He was not only participating in the victim’s 

defenselessness, he was also unwillingly in a restrained position himself. If he refused to take 

the picture, he would be signing his own death warrant, and was well aware of this fact – just 

as he was aware of the mortality of his ‘models’.126 The photographer appears vulnerable in 

this case as well; however, to what extent he was powerless remains arguable. The power play 

within the act of photographing is rooted in the concept of observing and being observed.  

 Susan Sontag referred to 17th century Vanitas paintings when she said, “all 

photographs are memento mori”.127 The purpose of its use in art was to remind people of their 

own mortality. Memento mori refers to natural perishability; a process that men cannot bring 

to a halt. Nevertheless, people are able to exert influence in terms of accelerating this process. 

The large body of work by American photographer Nan Goldin, who continually and 

obsessively photographed her friends, lovers, and herself, exemplifies the ‘memento mori’ 

concept (fig. 3.3). Goldin was acutely aware of their mortality; she was attempting to 

‘preserve’ her friends through her photographs. Another example is Dutch photographer 

Chantal Spieard who created a record of her father who had cancer – and eventually died – in 

My father/Deddi (fig. 3.4).128 Spieard, too, photographed obsessively “for I wanted to make 

sure that I could keep my father always with me”.129 The Cambodian prison portraits did not 

serve as ‘memento mori’ images; that is to remind people of their mortality, however, they do 

have a strong association with ‘death’. I would say that ‘memento mori’ exists on the opposite 

side from ‘power’ on the spectrum associated with influencing death.  

 Finally, I want to clarify the term ‘monument’ for the application and understanding 

in the following sections. In physical appearance a monument could be a structure (such as a 

building or sculpture), an object (such as a stone or a document) or a marker (in nature 

monuments for example). It is valued as public property but usually proceeds under the 

management of local authorities. A monument is intended to function as a place for 

commemoration, veneration or preservation expressed at macro or collective level (e.g. the 

National Monument on Dam square in Amsterdam, The Netherlands) and micro or personal 

level (e.g. a picture of a beloved one at home).130 Everything can serve as a monument; even a 

delicate photograph. Whether the monument was erected or preserved as an official 

memorial, I argue that the presentation towards and perception of its visitors are the most 

important aspects. Every person has different and divergent needs regarding the process of 

remembering, nevertheless, a monument should be a peaceful place where one can 

commemorate and contemplate.          

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
126 Okazaki 2008 
127 Sontag 1979, p. 15. The Latin phrase Memento Mori means “remember you will die”.  
128 Spieard 2001 
129 Spieard 2001; introduction. 
130 Monument comes from the Latin Monumentum and monere; “to remind” or “advise”. 
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3.1 A mug shot as object of contemplation and its function in a memorial site 
 
  
 After mapping the Tuol Sleng archive in the historiography and art discourse in 

Chapter 1, in this section I elaborate on the function of these photographs in the context of a 

genocide museum that is also a memorial. Documentation Center of Cambodia’s (DC-Cam) 

director Youk Chhang told me that there are two reasons why Cambodian people don’t visit 

the Tuol Sleng museum.131 The first is that it is too painful. The second is that many 

Cambodians still alive were Khmer Rouge themselves. This latter reason illustrates part of the 

complexity and paradoxical status of the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum. Chhang also explains 

that some children of former KR don’t want to believe their family or relatives were actually 

KR members, and therefore concluded that Tuol Sleng was a Vietnamese invention. The 

founding of the museum in collaboration with Vietnamese colonel Mai Lam was surely not 

welcomed by everyone and Tuol Sleng’s realization remained problematic.132  A number of 

Western scholars (e.g. David P. Chandler, Paul Williams, Rachel Hughes, Burcu Münyas) 

wrote in-depth reviews on memory and reconciliation efforts related to the Democratic 

Kampuchea (DK) era in Cambodia. The photographs displayed in Tuol Sleng Genocide 

Museum are also analyzed in those reviews. I will elaborate on earlier conclusions and on 

investigations about the effects of the way the Tuol Sleng monument is established in order to 

focus on the role of photography.  

 French film director Alain Resnais raised an important question in his 1955 

documentary Nuit et Brouillard (Night and Fog), on the memory of Auschwitz:  

 

 Who does know anything? The reality of these camps, despised by those who built 
 them and unfathomable to those who endured them – what hope do we have of truly 
 capturing this reality? … no description, no image can reveal their true dimensions; 

 endless, uninterrupted fear. … we can but show you the outer shell, the surface.133  
 
 
 It is striking that a reflective film such as Nuit et Brouillard was produced only ten 

years after the cruelties at Auschwitz. The most important question; “What hope do we have 

of truly capturing this reality?” translates our expectations on memorial places and lays the 

basis for analyzing the Tuol Sleng genocide museum. Another reflective project that translates 

genocidal activity is Alfredo Jaar’s The Eyes of Gutete Emerita, on the Rwandan genocide (fig. 

3.5); however, the work does not question the function of a monument. Jaar’s project could 

function as a substitute for a memorial. German philosopher Theodor Adorno’s famous 

statement: ‘Nach Auschwitz noch Lyrik zu schreiben, ist barbarisch’ (‘Writing poetry after 

Auschwitz is barbaric’) aims at the insufficient attempts by Western artists to approach the 

horrors of the past;134 most scholars today still agree on the unavoidable inadequacy of 

                                                
131 Author’s interview with Youk Chhang, Phnom Penh, 12 October 2010. I must add that more 
Cambodians visit now as a result of the ECCC initiated tours.  
132 See appendix 03 and chapter 1 
133 Resnais 1956, 09:14 English subtitles (translated from French)  
134 Van Vree in Gierstberg 2010, p. 87 
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museums and memorials.135 Dutch historian Frank van Vree argues – as did Zygmunt 

Bauman – that creating a representation of history which comforts us, by drawing us in and 

making us laugh or cry about what we see – and not about what happened – is deeply 

immoral.136 The relationship between tourists and morality is especially complex in the case of 

Tuol Sleng, because the museum functioned as the primary evidence of Cambodia’s genocide 

and at the same time became one of Cambodia’s foremost tourist attractions.137 Besides that, 

Chandler noticed that historiography developed into something more nuanced; the lines 

between perpetrators, bystanders and victims become blurred, and sometimes a single person 

fits into all three categories.138  

 These aspects lead to great confusion about the Tuol Sleng Museum, and throws into 

disorder ‘the experience of the museum’ with the ‘history we’ve come to remember’. The place 

is problematic because the prison is preserved ‘as it was’. Rachel Hughes examined how 

visitors mistake their role as a witness who intervenes between two parties for a personal 

experience of the horror that has been mediated through museum representations. Hughes 

said the experience of visitors is no longer epistemological (‘I know more’) but testimonial (‘I 

visited’); the tourist’s visit becomes a symbolic gesture and almost feels like second-tier 

humanitarian work.139 Tuol Sleng’s ‘shock value’ is consciously sought and presented by the 

curators. Correspondingly, Turkish International Peace Studies scholar Burcu Münyas 

concluded that the de-contextualized violence displayed at Tuol Sleng shocks, frightens, and 

saddens Cambodian youth.140 She argues that in the absence of adequate education on the 

history of the Khmer Rouge period, the prevalent exposure to the horrors of the genocide in 

homes, schools, museums and memorials has worked to produce fear, anger, disbelief or 

denial and has left them with compelling questions.  

 In general, visitors of the Tuol Sleng museum are not provided with information that 

would help educate them about the Democratic Kampuchea era, or could help them interpret 

the genocide. Williams wrote that the Cambodian memorials remain disconnected from any 

historical narrative, and are “guardians of an absent meaning”.141 Hughes analyzes an 

interesting question by concluding that the government still perceives that Tuol Sleng 

succeeds in showing foreign visitors Cambodia’s past suffering; but that state authorities 

hardly show any interest in examining the effects of such exposure.142 She concludes that the 

museum’s narrative is one of collective suffering; I think this analysis makes sense because of, 

among other things, the amount of anonymous portraits on display. 

 I argue that the photographs in Tuol Sleng play a distinctive role in the way visitors 

perceive the museum. First, I analyze the different conclusions of Hughes and Williams, who 

did extensive research on this topic. Hughes, who addresses the geopolitics of memory in 

                                                
135 Perry 1999, Williams 2004, Hughes 2008  
136 Van Vree in Gierstberg 2010, p. 89 
137 Williams 2004 
138 Chandler 2008, p. 358 
139 Hughes 2008 
140 Münyas 2008, p. 431 
141 Williams 2004 
142 Hughes 2008, p. 325 
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post-1979 Cambodia, says that the photographs have been a focus for engagement with the 

museum, but that the photos are dislocated both physically and semiotically from the 

representational confines of the museum.143 If these photographs function as the point of 

engagement with a specific site, we could say that they form a metaphorical ‘entrance’ to a 

dark side of history.  However, at the same time Hughes observes that the photos are 

dislocated from the limits of the museum. I attribute this paradoxical statement to the 

complexity of the medium’s transparency as described in Chapter 2. These portraits may seem 

to provide a window through which we look into the Khmer Rouge years – and thus through 

which we can connect with the past – but it is difficult to define what these images tell us 

because the portraits contain hardly any historical or contextual information (besides the fact 

that they are displayed in the setting of a genocide museum to start with). 

 The way the same mug shots are displayed at the information center of the Choeung 

Ek memorial just outside Phnom Penh brings a different perspective to the issue of 

contextualization and the concept of a monument.144 At Choeung Ek, the curator chose to use 

the mug shots in original context: as small passport-size photos attached to the prisoner’s 

personal dossier (fig. 3.6). This information center was opened between 2008 and 2010 and 

contains the same images – in terms of the content, not quantity – as at Tuol Sleng,145 but so 

far there has been no controversy because these photographs seem to occur within a 

‘legitimate’ context of information. There are arguments to support the vision of the Choeung 

Ek information center as a monument for the individual victims whereas Tuol Sleng is more a 

monument for the historical event. I conclude that even though the context of the personal 

prisoner’s dossier brings significant context; the small information center does not function as 

a monument because of the way the portraits, among others, are presented. The photographs 

do not become objects of contemplation because they visually disappear in an overload of 

information. Visitors don’t get the chance to connect or reflect. 

 Williams argues that young Cambodians cannot identify themselves with the victims 

of Tuol Sleng by the way the pictures are presented, that is without the victim’s life stories.146 

The visitor is not encouraged to identify with the people who were persecuted, because the 

museum seems focused on Khmer Rouge torture techniques. Williams also says that the 

display most likely to show us the common humanity of those killed is the mug shots. So the 

pictures reflect both humanity and anonymity, according to Williams. He brings up an 

interesting metaphor for the images at Tuol Sleng; as the KR conducted intense visual 

surveillance of its prisoners, a phrase often recited by KR cadres was “Angkar has the eyes of a 

pineapple”.147 One of the eyes was the camera. Visitors now get the feeling of being watched by 

the faces on the walls in Tuol Sleng, “in a replay of the power of panoptic vision to inculcate 

fear and social control”.148 The system of panoptic vision means permanent and anonymous 

                                                
143 Hughes 2006, p. 138 
144 See chapter 1, section 1.1 & 1.2 
145 On my previous visit to the Choeung Ek memorial in 2007, the information center had not been built.  
146 Williams 2004 
147 ‘Angkar’ is Pol Pot’s term for ‘the Organization’.  
148 Williams 2004, p. 244 
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observation from a central observation point. Former high school Tuol Sleng was not 

constructed as a panoptic prison. However the guards were able to observe the prisoners all 

the time, but the prisoners knew they were being watched and both sides could see each 

other’s faces. I would argue that the museum’s visitors might feel as though the portraits are 

watching them; but this does not implicate a shifting of the observer and observed positions. 

The observed (the prisoners) do not become the observers (perpetrators) nor do the visitors 

(observers) become the prisoners (observed). Williams, on the other hand, concludes that 

there is an inversion of roles – the prisoners now monitor the visitors – and this produces the 

feeling that it is the murdered Cambodians who remain wakeful guards of the site and 

therefore of the horrific chapter of Cambodia’s history. This concept corresponds with 

Hughes’s conclusion of the ‘testimonial’ experience that visitors have in Tuol Sleng; in my 

view the mug shots are the most important cause for this conclusion.  

 In Sontag’s book On Photography she wrote, “each still photograph is a privileged 

moment turned into an object (to keep and look at)”.149 In Regarding the Pain of Others she 

continued: “as objects of contemplation, images of the atrocious can answer to several 

different needs…” 150 The photographs as representational strategy take a prominent position 

in the monument that Tuol Sleng is. Dutch scholar Jos Perry is skeptical about the way people 

commemorate and about the role the monument plays in commemoration. He argues that 

monuments pretend to transform an experience from the past into a source of contemplation 

and inspiration for the present and the future.151 Perry says that the monuments should 

address people in their diversity regarding needs and backgrounds. He argues that 

commemoration implicates identification.152 And I believe that in Tuol Sleng visitors feel they 

can identify themselves with the victims through the portraits at first sight, after which they 

immediately realize that there is no contextualization to these photographs. This brings 

confusion, but the people depicted in the hundreds of mug shots keep staring at the visitors 

from the past. The photograph as an object and data carrier disappears, leaving behind only 

the subject or representation. I emphasize that within the experience and context of the Tuol 

Sleng Genocide Museum the portraits become completely transparent. Without an 

opportunity to reflect, the museum fails to provide the ability to reconcile.  

 
 
3.2 The laws of entropy in the digital age: fading memories and fading 

photographs.  
 
  
 In the last section of this chapter I address the paradoxical relationship between 

memory-images and photographic images. Michael Ignatieff’s introduction to Simon 

Norfolk’s For most of it I have no words forms the starting point for this section.153 Ignatieff 

writes that even evidence of evil obeys the universal laws of entropy. Heat cools, matter 

                                                
149 Sontag 1979, p. 15 
150 Sontag 2003, p. 88 
151 Perry 1999 p.101 
152 Perry 1999 p.109 
153 Ignatieff in Norfolk 1998 
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disintegrates and memories fade. The latter issue worries me. Don’t photographs guide us in 

keeping our memory alive? Will photographs ever fade if we digitize them? Ignatieff 

concludes that Norfolk’s photographs document the downward drift of forgetting and that 

they show that nothing – not even infamous crime – is immortal (fig. 3.7). If horror is subject 

to entropic decay, entropy is a moral scandal. Therefore, Ignatieff says, entropy makes 

remembering an obligation. He does not clarify the technical entropy of photography though, 

and I will not expand this field either.154 I consider his quote “in remembering we make our 

stand against the indifference of nature… Remembering takes faith as nature will not help.” 

 There seems to be no doubt about the distinctive link between photography and 

memory. Bazin claims that the image helps us to remember the subject and preserve him 

from a second, or spiritual death.155 He also writes that it is no longer a question of survival 

after death, but of a larger concept: the creation of an ideal world in the likeness of the real, 

with its own temporal destiny. I agree with Bazin that there is no ontological identity of an 

image, and that it helps to remember the subject. If I look at photographs of my grandmother, 

who passed away recently, my memory images are fairly different from the photographs. 

Portraits of her call up diverse memories and the other way around; when I think of her at a 

certain moment I feel a need to look at photographs to prolong and visualize my memories. As 

I knew my grandmother well, I would say that looking at her images preserves her from a 

second, or spiritual death. Regarding the Tuol Sleng photographs, I identify this as a question 

of a larger concept, because most visitors never knew any of the depicted people personally. I 

think of what a young Dutch-Cambodian woman said after she visited the museum: “Now that 

I saw the images, I could better visualize what had happened…” 156 She was born in the 1980s 

and heard many stories about the Khmer Rouge from her parents, but she feels that the 

photographs helped her visualize something she never experienced.  

 On the contrary, Ignatieff concludes that we collect pictures of those who have died to 

restore an identity to their facelessness; these photographs express a universal need to 

redeem the dead through memory. However, in Tuol Sleng I believe the photographs are not 

used to restore any identity. Roland Barthes states that a photograph is neither a memory, 

imagination nor reconstitution, but is reality in a past state. “What I see has indeed existed”, 

he wrote.157 When it refers to analogue photography I agree; but Barthes’s statement can be 

debated because by saying ‘reality in a past state’, he judges everything on the photograph as 

‘reality’. Maybe ‘a situation in a past state’ would be a better wording. German film theorist 

Siegfried Kracauer focuses on the contrast between memory and photography. He argues that 

memory-images retain only significant things, whereas photography is non-discriminative – 

‘photography appears as a jumble that consists partly of garbage’, in his words.158 

Photographs show the living present or the unselected information from the past and 

                                                
154 See chapter 1. UNESCO is currently working with Tuol Sleng officials in preservation matters.  
155 Bazin in Trachtenberg 1980, p. 238 
156 Personal communication with Sophary You, 2010 
157 Barthes 1982, p.82 
158 Westgeest & Van Gelder 2010 
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therefore are not able to remember a deceased person the way memory-images do.159 

Kracauer emphasizes that photographs are intended to compensate for the memory of death 

but actually only reinforce the awareness of it. Continuing on Nan Goldin’s example in section 

3.1, even though she photographed her friends and lovers countless times, the pictures show 

her how much she lost instead of what she ‘preserved’.160 Goldin refers here to the loss of the 

models she photographed, the subjects of her photographs. In the introduction of The Ballad 

of Sexual Dependency she writes: 

 

 “We all tell stories which are versions of history – memorized, encapsulated, repeatable, and 
safe. Real memory, which these pictures trigger, is an invocation of the color, smell, sound, and 
physical presence, the density and flavor of life. Memory allows an endless flow of connections. Stories 
can be rewritten, memory can’t. If each picture is a story, the accumulation of these pictures comes 
closer to the experience of memory, a story without end”.161  
 
 
 This statement may reflect Kracauer’s vision on the difference between memory-

images and photographs. Goldin seems to hope that the accumulation of many pictures 

reaches the experience of memory; but then, she produced the photographs and had a 

relationship with the models (fig. 3.8). 

 Sontag had a different opinion about the relation between memory and photography; 

she emphasized the similarities instead of the contrasts. She argued that, despite the nonstop 

imagery from television and movies, when it comes to remembering, ‘the photograph has the 

deeper bite. Memory freeze-frame; its basic unit is the single image’.162 She wrote that when 

people don’t remember through photographs, but only the photographs, this remembering 

eclipses other forms of understanding and recall.163 She also said that harrowing photographs 

are not much help if the task is to understand; narratives can make us understand, but 

photographs do something else: they haunt us.164 Hughes’s research shows that it is exactly 

this feeling that most Western tourists describe when they leave the Tuol Sleng museum; the 

images ‘haunt’ them. But Cambodians who witnessed the Khmer Rouge brutalities sense this 

‘haunting’ through the pictures, dreadful events they experienced for years, which foreign 

tourists cannot legitimately describe. Older Cambodian friends in The Netherlands told me 

that they don’t want to look at these images when they visit Cambodia; they have endured 

enough pain and don’t want to reactivate those feelings (fig. 3.9). From this point of view, 

photographs seem to trigger memory. Like Kracauer, I see the differences on one hand in 

terms of selection, and on the other hand on the level of transparency. A photograph remains 

a physical object; something to keep, to contemplate, to use as a window. But a memory is 

metaphysical, inviolable, and can be rich in sound, color or smell. Sontag argued that memory 

and remembrance are the only relations we can have with the dead; I believe that 

photography too constructs a connection with the deceased.  

                                                
159 Westgeest & Van Gelder 2010 
160 Goldin  1989, Westgeest & Van Gelder 2010 
161 Goldin  1989, p. 6 
162 Sontag 2003, p. 19 
163 Sontag 2003, p. 79 
164 Sontag 2003, p. 80 
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3.3 Conclusion Chapter 3  
 
 
 The perception of the Cambodian mug shots in the context of a monument seems 

complex and inconsistent according to different definitions of ‘monument’. The role and 

function of the images as memorial have been transformed, but don’t seem to get rid of the 

original limited setting under the management of the Vietnamese colonel who began to 

memorialize the atrocities. Despite the fact that the photographs originally did not serve as 

‘memento mori’ images, in an international context today they are valued differently; they do 

remind us of our own mortality and could contribute to the process of memory and 

remembrance of the Democratic Kampuchea era. However, I argue that, in assumption of the 

monument as a peaceful place for contemplation, the way the photographs are currently 

presented does not help the process of commemoration.  

 The Khmer Rouge obsessively kept all Cambodians and particularly its prisoners 

under surveillance, and even though the Tuol Sleng photographers were initially KR 

members, today they occupy a role that can be contested. A photographer is always involved 

in the subject’s vulnerability and mortality; this is not different in the case of Tuol Sleng. 

However, this does not mean that the photographer used the camera as an instrument of 

power here. The Tuol Sleng photographers appear to be vulnerable as well; if they disobeyed 

orders to photograph the prisoners, they would have signed their own death warrants. I 

believe that it was the Khmer Rouge leaders who had complete control. The juxtaposition of 

power in the act of photographing remains a difficult question, but I conclude that it depends 

mostly on the operator and how he participates in his subject’s vulnerability.  

 After talking to many people who visited the Tuol Sleng museum, I conclude that the 

large number of mug shots play a distinctive role in the overall perception of the museum. 

When visitors leave, they are disoriented; they were not prompted to identify with the victims 

because the museum’s focus is on torture and violence. Lacking a historical narrative, many 

visitors come out feeling as though they were ‘watched’ by the depicted prisoners, and not 

knowing how to process what they have seen. The visit became a testimonial experience 

rather than an informational one. In terms of humanity these portraits seem to be a 

connection with the past, but at the same time they do not provide the visitor with historical 

background or linkage. I conclude that the question of photographic transparency – as set out 

in chapter 2 – adds to this conflicting finding. At first the visitor forgets that he is looking at 

photographs (transparency in the sense that the photograph as interface is not noticeable 

because of the familiarity with the portrait genre) and identifies himself with the subject; then 

he realizes that specific context is missing. The visitor feels disturbed, or ‘haunted’, since few 

people can find more adequate words. As a result of this transparency, the experience of 

touring Tuol Sleng depends considerably on reaction to reproduced portraits.  

 A photograph helps us remember and most people would agree that there is a 

complex link between photography and memory. It is said that a person who is photographed 

will not undergo a spiritual second death, and that a photograph is a surrogate of what is lost. 

I argue that photographs can activate a person’s memory, but that a photographic image is 
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surely not the same as a memory-image. Although a photograph is a physical object or an 

object of contemplation, a memory-image is metaphysical and unassailable. Besides, the 

photographic frame functions without discrimination, and assures that memory is selective.  
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Conclusion 
 

 
 
 The photographic archive of the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia maintains a 

unique position operating as three entities; as an archive, as evidence material and as a 

monument. The main research question includes those three pillars; what is the role of 

photography in the archives practices, historiography and memory of Democratic Kampuchea 

1975 – 1979? In this conclusion I define the cross-links between the three functions of the 

Cambodian photographs and the reason why I focused on the role of photography is to 

investigate what it means that the concerning objects are photographs. What happens if a 

photograph is the basis for academic research? Throughout this investigation I realized that 

studying the Cambodian prisoner portraits by closely inspecting them resulted in new 

findings adding to existing historical and cultural researches.  

 In order to get a clear insight into the photographic archive, I tried to map the most 

‘legitimate’ and generally known physical and digital appearances of the archive in chapter 1 

and the changing functions and meanings as a result of different annexations. Chapter 2 

concerned the mug shot’s ability to represent a genocide. Inevitably, the judicial side is left out 

of consideration because the trials against Khmer Rouge leaders are ongoing and the 

Investigative Judges must keep confidentiality regarding the use of photographs as evidence 

material. Finally, chapter 3 questioned the effect of the photographs on display at the Tuol 

Sleng Genocide Museum and its function as a memorial. The three parts of my research turn 

out to be equally relevant and cause-effect related through different findings.  

 The disconnection between Cambodia’s written historiography and visual 

historiography – in other words the portrayed people (subjects of the mug shots) who do not 

literally represent the Cambodians who wrote memoirs (part of the historiography) – in 

combination with the inaccurate interpretation of the Khmer Rouge system that was 

established through the art discourse in the nineteen nineties become interesting conclusions 

when linked to the reliability and evidence qualities of the photographs in terms of the current 

ECCC tribunal. Based on photographic theories on ‘transparency’ issues and Barthes’s Time-

punctum, the question whether the prisoner portraits can function as pieces of evidence 

appears problematic. But based on the relation between photography and memory; there is no 

hesitation that the mug shots are the most significant aspect of the Tuol Sleng memorial. On 

the other hand, when defining a monument as a peaceful place for commemoration and 

preservation I argue that the Cambodian prisoner portraits fail to meet the needs of many 

visitors. Both the discussions on photographic evidence and photography and memory derive 

from the medium that is used. Photographs are products of a mechanical ‘objective’ machine, 

but human beings operate this machine. This makes photographs objective as well as 

subjective images, or representations, of things that happened in front of the lens (in the pre-

digital age).  

 In general, the Tuol Sleng archive fails in functioning in the historical and educational 

discourse. As lines between perpetrators, victims and bystanders become blurred in a more 
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nuanced historiography – even the Khmer Rouge’s criminal-identification system could not 

distinguish between prisoners and KR employees – research should be done at the very basic; 

the original archive. Organizing and researching the physical material will contribute to 

knowledge, and factual contextualization will transcend the violence focus and anxiety that 

covers Tuol Sleng nowadays. Despite the fact that the archive seems digitally accessible; no 

digital representation is accurately contextualized. Cambodian youth, among others, remain 

disconnected from the archive this way while they do have access to the Internet, and, as I 

said in the introduction, I noticed a wish to reconcile national history. I conclude that an 

archive (and its representation) that is barely open for research and spreads unnecessary 

obscurity is unable to function as a place for commemoration, but I do see a direct link 

between the two aspects. Unknown or unclear facts contribute to noise in the perception and 

understanding of people. These photographs as ‘symbols’ without any context now lay the 

unstable foundation for people’s memory and a nation’s reconciliation.   



What is the role of photography in the archive practices, historiography and memory of Democratic Kampuchea 
1975 – 1979?  

46 

Illustrations 
 
Chapter 1 
 
Figure 1.1a Unknown, Khmer Rouge peasant farmers in propaganda photograph, outside 
Phnom Penh, 1975 – 1979. (Retrieved from www.tuolsleng.com, Riley & Niven reproduction)  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.1b Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Reproduction of a mug shot] 
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Figure 1.2 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Reproduction of a mug shot] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.3 Author’s photograph 2010 [Photographs of young Khmer Rouge soldiers on display in Tuol 
Sleng] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.4 Ho Van Tay, untitled, 1979 (Retrieved from www.dccam.org)  
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Figure 1.5 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Album of proof 1994 made by Chris Riley and Doug Niven] 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.6 Author’s photograph 2010 [Book The Killing Fields 1996 by Chris Riley and Doug Niven] 
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Figure 1.7 Author’s photograph 2010 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1.8 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [negatives of Tuol Sleng prisoner Kung Sorn aka Bun Thoeun 
and the original (cropped) photographs attached to his biography] 
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Figure 1.9 Reyum, untitled, 2000 (Retrieved from www.asianart.com)  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 1.10 Author’s photograph 2010 [70 x 60 cm print] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.11 Author’s photograph 2010 [18 x 13 cm print] 
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 Figure 1.12 Author’s photograph 2010 [50 x 40 cm print] 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 1.13 Author’s photograph 2010 [25 x 25 cm print] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.14 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [negative of reproduction above 1975-1979] 
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Figure 1.15 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [contact print in album of proof 1996 by Riley and Niven, third 
picture of middle row] 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.16 Author’s photograph 2010 [Book The Killing Fields 1996 by Chris Riley and Doug Niven] 
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Figure 1.17 Screenshot retrieved from http://www.yale.edu/cgp/img.html, 2010 
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Chapter 2 
 
Figure 2.1 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [left an original document and right and early 
reproduction (1980s) on display at Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum] 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 2.2 Ad van Denderen, J.J.A. Capelle. Registration of the new recruits for the Airborne 
Brigade, 2008. [Cover image of book ‘Occupation Soldier’] 
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Figure 2.3 Alexander Gardner, Lewis Payne, 1865 (retrieved from 
www.shorpy.com/node/478)  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2.4 Unknown, Prisoner Koy Thuon (aka Khuon), high-ranking Khmer Rouge leader, 
1975 – 1979 (retrieved from www.tuolsleng.com, Riley and Niven reproduction)  
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Figure 2.5 Unknown, Unidentified prisoner following prolonged torture in interrogation 
room at S-21, 1975 – 1979 (retrieved from www.tuolsleng.com, Riley and Niven reproduction) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.6 Roger Cremers, Untitled, 2009 
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Figure 2.7a Unknown, Female prisoner from the Netherlands, 1940 – 1945 (retrieved from 
www.auschwitz.org) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.7b Unknown, Boy from Ukraine, 1940 – 1945 (retrieved from www.auschwitz.org)   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.8 Author’s photograph 2010 [spread from the book For most of it I have no words, 1998, 
by photographer Simon Norfolk] 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What is the role of photography in the archive practices, historiography and memory of Democratic Kampuchea 
1975 – 1979?  

58

 
Figure 2.9 Alphonse Bertillon, Self Portrait, 1900 (retrieved from www.wikipedia.org) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.10 Unknown, Untitled [left a photo of Pol Pot which the painters in Tuol Sleng prison used 
for their painted portraits of him. Right survivor and painter Vann Nath in front of one of his paintings 
in Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum.] 
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Figure 2.11 Unknown, Untitled [a reproduction of Peter Klashorst’s paintings displayed at Tuol Sleng 
Genocide Museum in January 2011]  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.12 Arno Gisinger, from the series: Konstellation Benjamin, 2005 – 2009 (retrieved 
from www.zintzen.org)  
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Chapter 3 
 
Figure 3.1 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [the framed mug shot of Tuol Sleng photographer Nhem 
En, center, in his own museum in Anglong Veng] 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3.2 Unknown, Untitled, retrieved from http://regionalgeography.org/101blog/?p=289 
[reproduction of a Tuol Sleng mug shot] 
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Figure 3.3 Nan Goldin, Joana & Aurele, 1999  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.4 Chantal Spieard, Untitled, 2001  
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Figure 3.5 Alfredo Jaar, The Eyes of Gutete Emerita, 1996 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3.6 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [reproductions of prisoners’ personal dossiers in the 
information center of the Choeung Ek memorial] 
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Figure 3.7 Author’s photograph 2010 [spread from the book For most of it I have no words, 1998, 
by photographer Simon Norfolk] 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3.8 Nan Goldin, Gotscho kissing Gilles, 1993  
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Figure 3.9 Author’s photograph 2010 [portrait of Ann and Sothea You in front of a family picture 
from 1988, the year they moved to the Netherlands] 
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Appendix 01: Former Tuol Sleng photographer Nhem En 
 
 

 From 1975 to 1979, eight or nine photographers were actively taking pictures at Tuol 

Sleng Interrogation and Torture Center (S-21) and at Prey Sar prison (S-24) in the then empty 

capital Phnom Penh.165 As far as can be researched, those teenage Khmer Rouge cadres 

received technical photography training for about six months in China from a Khmer teacher 

who had lived in China for years. There are also reasons to think the photographers never left 

Cambodia, but instead got training from Chinese advisors in Phnom Penh.166 Besides their 

main task as photographers, they accomplished multiple activities, such as running messages 

between S-21 and S-24 and assisting at the Documentation Unit of S-21. They fell under the 

management of prison chief Kaing Guek Eav, also known as Comrade Duch. 

 There are two photographers still alive today; Nhem En and Ing Vannak. Nhem En, 

born in either 1960 or 1961 in Kampong Chhang province, is the best known as he highly 

appreciated the media attention he received in the years since someone discovered his former 

activities as a S-21 photographer. For a few years, En was the deputy governor of Anglong 

Veng, a village in the North of Cambodia near the Thai border, which was the last stronghold 

of the Khmer Rouge. The graves of Khmer Rouge leaders Pol Pot and Ta Mok are in that area; 

Nhem En is currently setting up a museum there, and is a member of the village council. 

Nhem En claims to have taken about eighty percent of the photographs at Tuol Sleng during 

Khmer Rouge rule.167  

 Under Khmer Rouge rules, there was no such thing as individuality, certainly no 

individual copyrights. Today, all Khmer Rouge documents are the Cambodian government’s 

property, but are theoretically available for the public to use and reproduce. When Chris Riley 

and Douglas Niven decided to clean and preserve the negatives and make a book about this 

archive in the nineties, they persuaded Nhem En to sign a piece of paper that would give them 

the copyright to about 100 photographs.168 As Nhem En had no knowledge of modern 

copyright issues, he signed and gave the two American photojournalists the opportunity to 

reproduce and sell those photographs as if they were pieces of art.  

 After visiting Nhem En in Anglong Veng village, his intended ambitious project to 

build a museum and support local, poor farmers by giving them land in the Anglong Veng 

district, becomes clear.169 The concrete frame of the first museum building were constructed 

in the last months of 2010, but the rest of the 50 hectares of land contains, besides two water 

pools, only rice fields. He planned to open the first building in January 2011; he hopes that the 

rest, including 100 houses, a market and large museum, should be finished within ten years. 

                                                
165 Author’s interview with Youk Chhang, Phnom Penh, 12 October 2010. 
166 Author’s interview with Nhem En, Anglong Veng, 31 October 2010. [Translator Eric (Sokchea) Wang] 
Although Nhem En said during the interview that he went to China for photographic education, later on 
he did not mention China in his answer to the question what foreign countries he had visited in his life. 
Also, in Heynoski & Scheumann’s (1980) Kampuchea: Death and Rebirth we can see that thousands of 
Chinese advisors stayed in Phnom Penh between 1975 and 1979. 
167 Author’s interview with Nhem En, Anglong Veng, 31 October 2010. [Translator Eric (Sokchea) Wang] 
168 Author’s interview with Youk Chhang, Phnom Penh, 12 October 2010. 
169 Author’s interview with Nhem En, Anglong Veng, 31 October 2010. [Translator Eric (Sokchea) Wang] 
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He hopes the water pools will become historically important when he dies, as they are named 

after him. In addition to the water pools, the entire village will be named after him. He seems 

strongly committed to his plans and is dedicated to continue his ambitious ideas in order to 

teach people about Cambodian history. En hopes this place will one day become a tourist 

resort. Director Youk Chhang of the Documentation Center of Cambodia visited the site in 

Anglong Veng once, but does not provide financial support to En’s projects. En hopes to 

cooperate with the Documentation Center in the future if it comes to using documents, but 

until early 2011, he has been left out of the mainstream historical initiatives such as the Tuol 

Sleng Museum and the Documentation Center. Nhem En claims to have about 2,000 original 

photographs from the Khmer Rouge era, comprising mostly propaganda material but not mug 

shots from the Tuol Sleng archive; this seems logical, considering the turbulent time of the 

1979 Vietnamese invasion and the discovery of Tuol Sleng. Upon request, En showed me his 

collection of photographs, kept in family albums at his home in Anglong Veng where he lives 

with his first wife and six children. These photographs are digital 10x15 cm prints, many from 

the decades after 1979.170 He says the negatives of these pictures are stored at his house in 

Siem Reap where he lives with his second wife and two children. I cannot confirm the 

existence of the negatives as I have not seen them. As far as I could learn, the only original 

document he has is the notebook of his technical photography course in China. I argue that 

Nhem En, with respect to the Cambodian culture and perception of history, does not have any 

concept of the value of originality in terms of photographic sources or the concept of historical 

preservation. Another finding that seems to confirm this notion is that Nhem En did not know 

about UNESCO supporting the preservation of the Tuol Sleng museum and the fact that he 

did not seem very interested in contacting UNESCO regarding his own plans.   

 In The Conscience of Nhem En, a documentary by Steven Okazaki, Nhem En is being 

interviewed in Tuol Sleng and talks about his experiences as photographer in such a violent 

establishment as S-21.171 His comments are conflicting, e.g. at one point he elucidates the 

expectance of the arrested people; “they knew they’d die” but a few minutes later he declares 

that he did not know what happened in the interrogation rooms. That he did only his job as a 

photographer. To the question whether he felt guilty or thought he was participating in crimes 

against humanity, he answered: “It’s human nature to do what you have to do to survive. 

Sure, I feel sympathy. But why be sad? It’s a matter of conscience. There was no choice, I 

had to take photographs as the photographer… Was I supposed to free them?” [When the 

arrested people came in shackled]. Finishing with “the world should thank me for my work. 

If I hadn’t taken those photos, if it weren’t for me, no one would know or care about 

Cambodia. They are the proof.” 172 It seems to me that some westerners try to question En on 

his ethical values concerning his task as a former Khmer Rouge photographer and present 

curator of a museum. The documentary mentioned above is a good example of that, but there 

                                                
170 Concluded from the events on the photographs that clearly took place after 1979, e.g. Ta Mok’s 
deathbed, Pol Pot in the last years of his life.  
171 Okazaki 2008 
172 Okazaki 2008. The interview is in Khmer, all quotes (or paraphrases) are based on the English 
subtitles of the documentary.    
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are also historians who want to confront him with this ethical issue.173 I do not feel compelled 

to clarify those morality issues, as I observe too many nuances and complex aspects within 

En’s situation. Besides, I don’t see any meaningful account coming from that conclusion.   

 The feeling I have from the visit to Anglong Veng is that Nhem En, who received little 

or no formal education, seems extremely enthusiastic and ambitious although without clear 

arguments or objectives. In recent years, he also seems to have been under a lot of stress, 

which caused hair and weight loss. He also seems desperate for financial support for his 

ambitious plans, although he does not literally ask for money. However, visitors can make a 

donation to the planned ‘Anglong Veng Museum’ after signing his visitor/donation book. 

Nhem En is determined to live ‘clean’, tell the truth and work hard because he is committed to 

his country. Mysteriously, he says with a big smile, “I might have a black appearance, [but] I 

have a white heart”.174 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
173 Maguire 2009 
174 Author’s interview with Nhem En, Anglong Veng, 31 October 2010. [Translator Eric (Sokchea) Wang]  
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Figure 01.1 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010. [Nhem En in front of a floor-plan of his Anglong Veng 
Museum.]  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 01.2 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010. [Some photographs of Nhem En displayed at the –so 
far – only building of Anglong Veng Museum.]  
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Figure 01.3 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010. [Nhem En’s note book of his technical photography 
training.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 01.4 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010. [Nhem En’s private archive cabinet that contains the 
articles he wants to display at the Anglong Veng Museum, the cabinet is in a bedroom at his home in 
Anglong Veng.]  
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Appendix 02: Cambodian conceptualization of the term ‘genocide’ 
 
 

 The English word ‘genocide’ is a combination of the Greek word for tribe/race (génos) 

and the Latin suffix for murder (-cide) and thus means literally ‘to kill a race’.175 The legal 

definition of genocide, ‘the systematic destruction with intent of a specific ethnic, religious or 

national group in whole or in part’, was founded in the Genocide Convention by the United 

Nations in December 1948. The definition was inspired by Polish-Jewish lawyer Raphael 

Lemkin who was influenced by the two world wars between 1915 and 1945.176 This 

international convention applies to states and not to non-state political groups, as members 

voluntarily support such a group (and are not born into it). About 40 years have passed 

between the time the Convention came into force and the first prosecution under the 

provisions of the treaty. Since 2002, the International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague, 

The Netherlands, has been authorized to try people from states that have signed the treaty, 

only when the alleged crimes took place after the establishment of the ICC. This is why 

Cambodia has its own court for the Khmer Rouge trials, named the Extraordinary Chambers 

in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC).   

 The Khmer translation for the English word ‘genocide’ does not have exactly the same 

meaning. The Khmer word ‘Pralai Pouch Sas’ consists of three elements, of Balinese origin. 

The first, ‘Pralai’, means ‘the killing of a person without discrimination’, the second, ‘Pouch’ 

stands for ‘roots’ or ‘seed’ and the third, ‘Sas’, which refers to ‘religions’, ‘knowledge’ or 

‘culture’. Combining those three elements results in: ‘killing a person without discrimination 

from a religion or culture from the roots’.177 The ‘non-discriminative’ factor is enabled in the 

first element (‘Pralai’). The combination of the elements and the broad meaning of the 

individual elements result in a somewhat unclear definition of the word in the Khmer 

language. As the legal, international definition of ‘genocide’ specifically includes the concept 

of discrimination in the crime, the cultural content of the Khmer word ‘Pralai Pouch Sas’ 

excludes this aspect. In contrary, ‘Pralai Pouch Sas’ contains the ‘without discrimination’ 

element. Concerning the ECCC trials of the former Khmer Rouge leaders, we can only speak of 

genocide in their crimes against minority groups such as the Muslim Cham community and 

the Vietnamese community in Cambodia and not in terms of the nearly two million victims 

they are responsible for overall. For the crimes against all Cambodians, that is, Khmer culture, 

the Khmer Rouge leaders will be charged in court with ‘crimes against humanity’. Legally, the 

charge ‘genocide’ is as serious as ‘crimes against humanity’, but this can be hard for 

Cambodians to understand, as they usually consider ‘genocide’ as ‘mass murder’ due to the 

Khmer translation of the word ‘genocide’. Even with this in mind, I must point out that 

Cambodia is a state party to the 1948 Genocide Convention. The scope of the Convention has 

been compromised a few times and I argue that in part the media can be held accountable for 

                                                
175 Ignatieff in Norfolk 1998 
176 Conference on Genocide 2010, http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/5xfp5a.htm 
177 Conference on Genocide 2010 
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using the word ‘genocide’ on many occasions when it is actually a question of  ‘mass murder’ 

or ‘crimes against humanity’.178 Generally, the term ‘genocide’ has gained the association of 

being the worst of all crimes, but legally this is not the case. Similarly, the International 

Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) explains “the word ‘genocide’ is very often used in error 

and exaggeratedly. In the eyes of the public, it has an incriminatory connotation”.179  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
178 http://www.crimesofwar.org/thebook/crimes-against-humanity.html. In 1945, the following 
definition of crimes against humanity in Article 6(c) was developed in the International Military 
Tribunal (IMT) by the U.S. and other Allies: “Crimes against humanity: murder, extermination, 
enslavement, deportation, and other inhumane acts committed against civilian populations, before or 
during the war; or persecutions on political, racial or religious grounds in execution of or in connection 
with any crime within the jurisdiction of the Tribunal, whether or not in violation of the domestic law of 
the country where perpetrated.” This list has been expanded in the ICTR and ICTY with ‘rape’ and 
‘torture’.   
179 http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/5xfp5a.htm 
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Figure 02.1 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Conference with minority groups in Cambodia, 
Understanding Genocide: Truth, Memory and Justice, Conference Hall, Institute of Technology of 
Cambodia, Phnom Penh (Cambodia), 25 October 2010. Left Youk Chhang (director of DC-Cam), middle 
Andrew Cayley (International Co-Prosecutor), right unknown.]  
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Appendix 03: The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum  
 
 
 The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum currently falls under the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts.180 From the time the museum was founded in 1979 details 

of its original purpose have been distrusted or questioned by some sources. The museum was 

established by Vietnam, which in 1979 was the invading and liberating force but was still 

remembered for its historical role as Cambodia’s traditional enemy.181 Tuol Sleng as a 

museum seems initially to have been established to show the world what the Khmer Rouge 

had done to its people, and in order to shore up international support for the Vietnamese 

invasion. Thus, in a way, it was created as a Vietnamese propaganda showcase rather than 

solely as a memorial. Today the museum is one of the main tourist attractions in Cambodia. 

According to the Ministry Of Tourism, more than 1 million people visited the museum in 

2004, a 50 percent increase over 2003.182  

 Tuol Sleng (meaning “Hill of the Poisonous Trees”), a former high school, consists of 

four main buildings surrounding a grassy courtyard. The current entrance is the same one 

used when the compound functioned as S-21 Torture and Interrogation Center, but UNESCO 

is relocating the entrance to one of the site’s corners (fig. 03.1a&b). Visitors are supposed to 

start their tour in Building A, where they come across small torture rooms (onetime 

classrooms, many with chalkboards still on the wall). Each room contains only an iron bed 

frame and a photograph of a deceased prisoner, and sometimes leg irons or a torture 

implement. Although the photos are not captioned, they were taken by the invading 

Vietnamese troops who discovered the prison in January 1979 (fig. 03.2a&b). Differing from 

Australian scholar Paul Williams, I reason that the photographs were not taken in exactly the 

same rooms as they now appear; the museum curator’s intention remains unclear. Hundreds 

of mug shot photographs are on display in Building B, and again these photographs are 

without captions (fig. 03.3). The tiny brick cells where most of the prisoners were held are in 

Building C (fig. 03.4). Building D contains a few information boards with maps, photographs, 

and letters [from KR leader Duch for example], and, paintings by survivor Vann Nath, along 

with torture instruments, skulls and a statue of the Buddha (fig. 03.5).  

 The Tuol Sleng museum does not appear in Cambodian Ministry of Tourism 

publications,183 but the former prison does feature prominently in all international 

guidebooks. For example, Lonely Planet’s guide to Cambodia explains:  

 

 “S-21 has been turned into the Tuol Sleng Museum, which serves as a testament to the crimes 
of the Khmer Rouge. … Like the Nazis, the Khmer Rouge was meticulous in keeping records of its 
barbarism. … The museum displays include room after room of harrowing black and white photographs: 
virtually all of the men, women and children pictured were later killed. … Altogether, a visit to Tuol 
Sleng is a profoundly depressing experience. The sheer ordinariness of the place makes it even more 
horrific: the suburban setting, the plain school buildings, the grassy playing area where children kick 

                                                
180 The Ministry charges international visitors a $ 2 admission fee, but Cambodian nationals are 
admitted free.  
181 See chapter 1 
182 Hughes 2006, p. 170 
183 http://www.mot.gov.kh/ 
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around balls, rusted beds, instruments of torture and wall after wall of disturbing portraits conjure up 
images of humanity at its worst. It demonstrates the darkest side of the human spirit that lurks within us 

all. Tuol Sleng is not for the squeamish”.184  
 

 UNESCO has clear plans for the Tuol Sleng museum, but has not yet reached an 

agreement with the Cambodian government.185 UNESCO envisions an exhibition that is more 

educational and interactive by nature, using fewer photographs. The goal is to create a more 

serene place than the rather commercialized memorial it is now. Different portrayals of the 

torture and killings have occurred at Tuol Sleng over the past three decades, although there is 

no clear documentation of these past exhibitions and data.186 In the 1990s a part of the 

exhibition resembled the famous post-war Family of Man exhibition that was curated by 

Edward Steichen in 1955 (fig. 03.6). In a different room or building former museum officials 

seem to have used smaller reproductions than the current photographs (fig. 03.7). 

Unfortunately, I was unable to obtain information on the photographs displayed in Tuol Sleng 

between 1979 and 2010.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
184 Ray 2007, p. 82 – 83  
185 Author’s interview with Philippe Delanghe, Phnom Penh, 29 October 2010.  
186 Author’s interview with Sotha Nong, Phnom Penh, 8 November 2010. According to Nong the current 
Tuol Sleng exhibition is the third or fourth one since 1980.   
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Figure 03.1a Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [The current entrance of Tuol Sleng, through which 
the prisoners were brought during the KR regime.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 03.1b Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [The new UNESCO initiated entrance still under 
construction at the corner of Building A.]  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 03.2a Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [One of the torture rooms in Building A.] 
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Figure 03.2b Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [A picture taken by the invading Vietnamese troops in 
one of Tuol Sleng’s torture rooms in Building A.] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 03.3 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Mug shots on display in Building B.]  
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Figure 03.4 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Small brick cells in Building C.] 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 03.5 Dirk-Jan Visser, Untitled, 2010 [Skulls on display in Building D.]  
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Figure 03.6  © Patrick Zachmann / Magnum Photos, 1991 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 03.7  © Patrick Zachmann / Magnum Photos, 1991 
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