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Non-Author Footage, Fertile Re-Appropriations.
On Atrocity Images from Cambodia’s Genocide1

The Film Footage

On January 7 1979, forces of the Vietnamese Seventh Division entered the ghost city of Phnom Penh, the 
capital of the Democratic Kampuchea, as the country had been renamed by the Khmer Rouge regime as soon as the 
Communist leaders had taken power in 1975.2 Evacuated from the same day of their occupation, April 17, Phnom 
Penh remained uninhabited for three years and almost nine months, with the exception of the Royal Palace and a 
small number of buildings assigned by the new rulers for administration and repression purposes. In their frantic 
march into the country, the Vietnamese triumphal military units were accompanied by a group of cameramen under 
the direction of Ho Van Thay. As professionals of reportage in need of material for an urgently needed self-justifi-
cation propaganda campaign, they filmed everything their eyes came across: astoundingly empty boulevards and 
avenues, blocked by barbed-wire, and out-of-use bourgeois objects like pieces of furniture abandoned in the streets. 
Considering their long training in covering wars and conflicts and the delicate conjuncture which brought this 
declaration of war into being (a split between Communist countries), one might have expected this footage to 
convey a heroic sense of victory expressed in euphoric terms, reinforcing the Vietnamese pro-invasion argu-
ments. Surprisingly enough though, the images diffused over the following weeks and months were rather dis-
maying and even surrealistic. The peak of the imagery filmed in these early days was represented by an appalling 
ten-minute piece showing the discovery of one of the most infamous prisons ever conceived by humankind to 
exterminate other humans. Its code name was S-21 and the film crew, according to Van Thay’s account,3 was led 
into the compound drawn by the stench of corpses strewn in the courtyard and in some of the cells. These shots 
are still hard to watch and, although some of them were soon circulated to denounce the atrocities committed 
by the former Cambodian rulers, the footage as a coherent document was, as far as we know, never edited and 
released in the form of a completed film. This virtual non-existence did not prevent it from setting the tone and 
style with which the Vietnamese would organize their propaganda machinery over the decade to come, aimed 
at placing the defeated Khmer Rouge in the category of the Asian Nazis (sic.) and, consequently, divesting them 
of their communist status (figg. 29-30). Thus, this invaluable footage was brought to Ho Chi Minh City, along 
with thousands of Khmer Rouge propaganda films, photographs and documents retrieved by the occupants to 
be officially recovered only in 2009, when the Documentation Center of Cambodia’s director, Youk Chhang, 
requested that the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) screen it as evidence at the 
trial against the former director of S-21, Kaing Guek Eav (alias Duch). According to Chhang, the film footage or 
video (as it was called in some pieces of correspondence) could become indisputable evidence of the state of the 
facilities upon the liberators’ arrival.4

Yet on closer examination, the footage reveals that the seemingly rough material had in fact already gone 
through a pre-editing process and had substantially acquired the form of a film, even though this was camou-
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flaged. Several features confirm this impression: first of all, the excerpt starts with a track shot passing through 
two gates and leaving them behind as it guides the viewer into the interior of the courtyard. This effect of ac-
companying the intrepid reporter on his way in suggests that he does not suspect what awaits inside. The doubt 
is nonetheless resolved eight minutes later, when the camera concludes the fragment tracking back and then 
reversing the opening camera movement. This enunciation strategy implying the guiding of the would-be specta-
tor in the process of discovery is reinforced, in the footage itself, by the considerable number of track shots used, 
such as cameras entering different cells to encounter corpses in a state of decomposition lying on the iron beds 
where they had suffered torture, even literally being devoured by insects. In all these passages, the camera focuses 
on the heartbreaking details as a synecdoche of the violence perpetrated, leading the spectator’s gaze towards 
them. Moreover, even though the long shots of the courtyard and the buildings permit the viewer to navigate 
the compound’s geography, the emphasis is recurrently placed on macabre details, such as shackles, blood, hair, 
skulls and instruments of torture in general. In sum, the camera carries out a double function: on the one hand, 
it produces a magnifying glass effect on the macabre; on the other, it leads the future-spectator’s gaze, seemingly 
putting him or her in the same position (physical as well as narrative and cognitive) as the reporter himself. Es-
chewing visible montage resources, the authors, whoever they were, preferred to conduct themselves as naïve 
reporters encountering inexplicable signs of inhumanity and render them to the spectator as un-manufactured. 
The erasure of montage effects can be thus attributed to a calculated strategy of an appearance of unmediated 
transparency.
The discovery of S-21 astonished the world for at least four reasons that the Vietnamese apparatus did not hesi-
tate to exploit: first, the untouched and integral structure of the four-building compound, which permitted the 
liberators to identify the ways in which the Khmer Rouge police had used each one of them. To begin with, dead 
bodies were still attached to the iron beds on the ground floor of building A, and the immense dried bloodstains 
were paralyzing. Second, a colossal amount of written documents were found, which contained, for the most part, 
detainees’ identity files, including their confessions extracted under torture, interrogators’ notes and instructions, 
handwritten by the director, guiding their officials in the practice of torture. Third, a mass of human remains, like 
disemboweled bodies, skulls, even feces, were mingled in disorder with innumerable instruments of torture like 
shackles, whips, and other tools. Lastly, there was an impressive archive made up of more than 6000 mug shots 
and negatives capturing the face and profile of the victims on their arrival at the prison, which had to be stapled 
to the files in a cropped version, along with the full original negatives.
During the relative United Nations-imposed isolation that Vietnam suffered over its 10-year occupation (some 
will prefer to term this foreign presence as protectorate or even a Vietnamese backed Cambodian government), 
self-justification was associated with condemnation of the cruelty of the former leaders. Hence, the Vietnamese 
strategy consisted of transforming the torture and execution center (formerly a High School) into a museum dis-
playing an improvised archive of objets trouvés of the barbarism with which they intended to present the Khmer 
Rouge as a criminal organization which had committed genocide against their own people. Rather than focusing 
on information, they put forward the same approach as the Museum of American War Crimes that opened in 
1975 in Ho Chi Minh City, namely, offending the eye and provoking horror. Not in vain the éminence grise of 
the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum was Mai Lam, a general entrusted with the Vietnam Museum, even though the 
Cambodian survivor Ung Peg had been formally appointed director. Lam’s formula was visceral: to subject the 
visitor to a tour of a chamber of horrors. An approach which the film seemed to have already set up.5

Two Pieces of Visual Evidence of a Genocide

It has been said that the Cambodian genocide was one without images.6 Yet, such a statement renews old and 
classic issues raised by Holocaust studies. More precisely, the phrase without images could be interpreted in 
two senses, which are not necessarily contradictory: the first and more obvious one points to the fact that the 
performing of the murderous deed had almost entirely escaped the cameras;7 the second implies that regardless 
of their content, no image whatsoever succeeded in representing the acts properly. Strictly speaking, the last 



139

Vicente Sánchez-Biosca

thesis is but a truism: when, we might wonder, has genocide been appropriately photographed or filmed? 
Putting aside the disturbing exception embodied by the ISIS assault on media networks to provoke shock 
and terrorize its enemies, perpetrators are seldom inclined to leave traces of their crimes. And even when 
chance has managed to provide images of death and violence, the common and most automatic reaction 
from historians, philosophers and intellectuals is to accuse them of banality, on the grounds that the gap 
between what they contain and the magnitude of the catastrophe they stand for is insurmountable. 
Be that as it may, the Vietnamese approach to the visual traces of the Khmer Rouge genocide did not spare any 
of the surviving images and relied for their purposes upon two visual sources to transmit a legacy of the atrocities 
committed in Cambodia: one is the above-mentioned footage, along with photographs taken by the same team; 
the other, the well-stocked archive of detainees’ mug shots. Both are heterogeneous for several reasons, the most 
crucial of these being the modality of their enunciation: while the mug shots are perpetrator images, that is, images 
conceived by the executioners themselves which form an indiscernible part of the death machinery, the Janu-
ary-1979 footage corresponds to another genre, that of the liberator images.8 Both differ, of course, in many respects 
(antecedents, authorship, scope and potential consumers), but the most outstanding difference lies in the quality 
of the gaze they stimulate towards the object represented. Whereas the display of portraits of prisoners as victims 
invites us to invert the original gaze through which the prisoners were captured by the executioners, the film by 
Ho Van Thay and his team presents a narrative of denunciation. Moreover, a temporal difference comes to light 
between them: the photographs bear witness to the instantaneous clash between two gazes (victims and perpetra-
tors) that met at a precise moment in the past; the liberator images are metonymic by nature in relation to the events 
they bring to light; in other terms, having missed the fatal instant, they are condemned to allude to them only by 
representing their effects. The Vietnamese did not dismiss any of these strategies and the mug shots were incorpo-
rated into the Museum’s design as the most convincing argument, while the film was fragmented and some shots 
migrated into newsreels and documentaries. The walls and panels of faces staring at the visitors in the museum’s 
rooms were combined with the exhibition of material objects, including human remains. Arranged in this sordid 
and relentless context, the pictures became the sole feature of the humane in an ocean of atrocity.

Patterns: Museum and New Filming

As argued before, the brutal effect of this footage determined the tone and style of shock Mai Lam was will-
ing the museum display. In fact, for the following decade, the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum turned into a 
traumascape where the traces of the atrocities committed there were kept as fresh and visibly untouched as the 
circumstances permitted. The aim was to provoke shock in the visitors instead of providing information and 
encouraging historical understanding. In other terms, the film, in spite of its unelaborate form, or maybe due 
to this, played a triple role in modelling the propaganda program: first, it denounced the authors of violence as 
some of the sequences were released accompanied with a categorical voiceover; second, once fragmented into 
small pieces, some shots migrated to TV news and other documentaries and, as a repetition compulsion, they 
were widely recycled; third, this, surprisingly, became a pattern for filming that most of the cameramen imitated. 
This last point merits elaborating.
In effect, numerous filmings took place at Tuol Sleng during the Vietnamese protectorate. Conscious of having 
an extremely efficient propaganda tool on their hands, the new Cambodian rulers encouraged visitors to take 
photographs and film at the sites. The anthropologist Judy Ledgerwood, one of the pioneer researchers at the 
museum archives, revealed a note dating from 1980 by the Ministry of Culture, Information and Propaganda 
that recommended the cells should be well lit in order for the tourists to take pictures freely.9 Inasmuch as the au-
thorities encouraged to film, one question remains unresolved; why did news reporters and filmmakers coming 
from abroad opt to see the facilities through the same gaze as the Cambodians, to the point of even applying an 
almost identical cinematic grammar? Were they induced by their hosts to penetrate this inferno? Were they un-
der the powerful influence of the original filming? Did the itinerary proposed by the curators predetermine their 
unquestioning registering of it? In the end we cannot know. However, a detailed look at a first-period reportage 
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proves revealing. Released by the French television on October 3, 1979, Cambodge: années néant (Jean-Marie 
Cavada and Michel Thoulouze) opens with a camera track entering one of the ground floor cells where the vic-
tims were handcuffed to the bed. Months have passed and the corpses have obviously been removed, although 
the floor is still covered with bloodstains. Then, abruptly, the camera pans to a wall where a picture is hanging. 
It represents the same cell and bed with a murdered man tied to it, that is, the scene as seen on Ho Van Thay’s 
arrival. This camera movement is most eloquent, since it expresses the persistent compulsion to evoke the primal 
scene, the very one, as a matter of fact, that was selected for display in the museum. In other words, this camera 
movement reveals not only the impossibility of capturing the crucial moment, fatally out of its reach, but also the 
attraction this encounter exerts on the filmmaker.10

Two films shot in 1979 and in 1981 could help us to evaluate the visual aspects of the new lay-outs. Australian 
reporter John Pilger made a film for the account of The Daily Mirror, namely, Year Zero: The Silent Death of Cam-
bodia (David Munro). Around the same time, the famous East German documentarists Walter Heynowski and 
Gerhard Scheumann, who were among the first filmmakers to visit post-Khmer Rouge Cambodia, released their 
second Cambodian film entitled Die Angkar.11 Although Pilger and H&S were, of course, useful in the Vietnamese 
strategy, their emphases and purposes were nevertheless different: Pilger chose the genre of urgent news reportage 
to appeal for international aid to alleviate the humanitarian crisis in which the country was immersed; Heynowski 
& Scheumann, instead, built a propaganda documentary using montage as well as live testimonies, according to 
new Communist film styles as they were renewed during the 1960s and 1970s. In spite of these generic differences 
in style, genealogy, medium and purposes, both are strangely similar in their treatment of the Tuol Sleng micro-
episode, in that they draw from a verbal rhetoric consisting of associating the Khmer Rouge to the Nazis and they 
both follow a similar pattern of filming the site. 
In his film, Pilger’s voice-over introduces the episode on Tuol Sleng in this way:  “And this is where some of them 
died. A high school which became an Asian Auschwitz. Like the Nazis, the Khmer Rouge photographed their victims 
when they were brought to the camp and as they were hanged, drowned, disemboweled, tortured, electrocuted. 
In this camp alone, 12.000 people died like that” [our italics]. The italics underline the verbal association between 
Nazism and Khmer Rouge, which was the official terminology orchestrated by the Vietnamese, as shown by innu-
merable documents presented in the summer of 1979 at the trial in absentia of the Pol Pot-Ieng Sary clique. But the 
words are not the only aspect contaminated by governmental rhetoric. Instead of resorting to the black and white 
Vietnamese footage, which was no doubt available in whole or in part, Pilger prefers to film in color and he does not 
seem to have had any difficulty in obtaining the authorities’ approval. He chooses ‘subjective tracks’ to represent the 
itinerary into the individual brick cells of building C putting the camera and editing emphasis on the instruments 
of torture (fig. 31). What is more, he does not refuse to implement montage effects, such as collisions with close-up 
photos and the footage filmed.  In any case, when Pilger’s cameras film in the compound, Mai Lam’s strategy had 
already operated in the arrangement of the objects and the proposal of a narrative itinerary that has been adopted 
by the reporters as an invisible and probably unconscious script. As different in purposes as it may be, Die Angkar 
responds to the same principles, pushing the resources of montage farther in the association of Nazi concentration 
camps photos with Tuol Sleng’s (fig. 32). Deprived of information constraints, H&S’s film incorporates a more un-
realistic structure of collage, breaking the temporal film unity more overtly. It is by no means a minor coincidence 
that both Pilger and H&S close the S-21 episode by interviewing survivor Ung Pech in the compound courtyard, the 
person, in fact, who was to become, or had already become, its director. From the documentation standpoint, only 
one important difference exists between these two early treatments: the proximity to the facts that permitted Munro 
and Pilger’s camera to show a more primitive state of the facilities (that is, closer to the original discovery) that in early 
1981 would have vanished or been removed. 

Reaching the World with Art, Shocking to Reach the Eye

After the Vietnamese withdrawal in 1989, the framework changed considerably, both in the geopolitical 
sphere and in the uses of the primary sources such as archive footage, new recordings, witness testimonies, 
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trauma-oriented museum. The ten-year period ending in 1997-1998 with the surrender of the last Khmer 
Rouge and the capture, trial and death of Pol Pot, was characterized by a double shift: the political instability 
suggested an exaggeratedly cautious attitude towards ‘historical’ crimes, whose practical expression was to 
avoid mentioning them as a sign of Realpolitik. However, starting in the eighties, and especially all through the 
nineties, a careful but almost underground investigation was envisaged by international organizations which, 
even if heterogeneous in principles and objectives, proposed to gather evidence of the genocide. This re-
search included the uncovering, cleaning, copying and cataloguing of the negatives existing at the Tuol Sleng 
archives. As a result of this process, quality enlargement prints of the mug shots were obtained, even though 
the parallelism between technical and historical processes does not necessarily imply a profound and coherent 
interconnection between them. Judy Ledgerwood, on behalf of Cornell University, since 1989, Chris Riley and 
Douglas Niven through their non-profit institution “Photo Archive Group,” Ben Kiernan setting the “Cam-
bodian Genocide Program” at Yale University in 1994, were but a few of the scholars, activists and archivists 
who paved the way to what was going to be unleashed once the unstable circumstances had disappeared.12

As a consequence of the scrupulous technical and archival work, and taking advantage of the new political 
horizon in which the pressures had vanished, a series of artistic events shocked the international community 
from spring 1997. Using the quality prints obtained by the Photo Archive Group, a controversial exhibition 
was scheduled between May and the early fall of 1997 at the MoMA: Photographs of S-21: 1975-1979. Exhib-
ited in Gallery Three, the exhibition was made up of 22 enlarged portraits from the Tuol Sleng archive. The 
intimate atmosphere of the room stimulated a close contemplation of the victims and, therefore, the human 
faces became ghosts projected in the half-light. In this context, each unit, in an amplified form and isolated 
setting, could be scrutinized by the visitors suggesting an artistic experience which surrounded the images 
with an aura. The dissonance was excruciating and some critics condemned the curator’s lack of sensitivity 
in showing the victims of such a violent death not only from their executioners’ point of view, but also as 
anonymous beings.13 
Nevertheless, such a change in the framing, combined with the scaling up of the human proportion conveyed 
by the enlargement permitted the visitors to identify the differences between the Khmer Rouge archiving 
work, oriented to repression purposes, and the whole image framed by the photographer, the one, in fact, 
that had been restored.14  Right after being taken, the mug shot was instantly cropped and stapled onto the 
detainee file by the Tuol Sleng officials. The copy retrieved from the integral negative highlighted significant 
details that had been suppressed by the repressors, who must have considered them deprived of value. Such 
details shed new light on the process of detention. A baby’s arm invading the lower edge of the photo con-
firmed that the women were photographed with their offspring, enemies of the future who were also to be 
murdered; a second detainee bound to the one photographed documented the frantic rhythm with which the 
prisoners were registered and documented; the change of setting (brick cells, hallway, and so on) proved that 
the laboratory was far from being the only place where the photographic act was carried out. 
A singular split took place in the following years. Whereas art galleries ex loco circulated the mug shots world-
wide, the in loco exhibition (in Tuol Sleng) deteriorated and rumors started to spread about the closing of the 
museum as the necessary price to pay in order to achieve national reconciliation. This state of things led to a 
combination of two relatively independent lines of action: the first deals with compulsive photographing and 
filming of the facilities, made by professionals and amateurs alike, many of the latter arrived in Phnom Penh 
on their way to Angkor, attracted by the so-called dark tourism.15 Cambodia’s political stabilization came with 
an increasing opening of the country to tour operators who incorporated Tuol Sleng into the Phnom Penh 
program. As a matter of fact, the flow of visitors and the development of social networks have made this pro-
cess even more visible, as Stéphanie Benzaquen’s recent analysis of flickr and YouTube shows.16 
A second response came from the country itself and it crystallized in filmmaker Rithy Pahn’s initiative to sys-
tematically and relentlessly register the progressive decay of the compound. In so doing, he testified to changes 
carried out in the exhibition spaces, and also to the interaction between protagonists and exhibition spaces. A 
consecutive series of films establish the different layers of Tuol Sleng over at least a decade: in 1992, he directed 
Cambodge: entre guerre et paix; in 1996, Bophana: une tragédie cambodgienne, and, in 2003, S-21. La machine de 
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mort khmère rouge. Shooting over the years, Rithy Panh has powerfully contributed to the production of the archive 
of the site, including the layout, linking the space, the mug shots, the objects and the survivor and perpetrator re-
enactments.

Archive Fever, Archive Fetishism

Ours is a paradoxical era in which iconic archives play a part in two different fields: the first is the representation 
of the past; the second, their material condition. Let us start reflecting on the first, namely, the role played by 
archive footage in the reconstruction of past events. Two strategies are significant here. The most common and 
mainstream strategy tends to historically decontextualize the past by treating the images with modern-day tech-
nological devices and effects, such as coloring the original black and white footage, adapting the screen propor-
tion to present day uses, incorporating sound effects etc. We find this trend on history channels, great event com-
memorations and retrospective programs for TV. Another strategy is, in contrast, subtler and addressed to a more 
sophisticated viewer. This consists of inviting viewers to visit the past through the image-traces that have been 
left. Unlike cases of technological intervention, the images in this strategy are respected, even worshipped. On 
diving into these past images, the film spectator loses consciousness of his or her present and has the impression 
of participating in the past experience. Nostalgia might be the appropriate name for this strategy. But, in spite of 
its initial appearance, this strategy brings about another kind of de-contextualization of the images themselves, 
inasmuch as they lose their time-space references in order to provoke a hypnotic and time-suspension effect.
These two perceptual shifts are not alien to the mutations of the January-1979 Vietnamese footage in modern media. 
I will only mention one symptomatic example: the one that shows cameraman Ho Van Thay watching his own foot-
age projected on a TV screen in Comrade Duch: The Bookkeeper of Death (Adrian Maben, 2011). On the one hand, 
this scene serves a metalinguistic function which has become frequent in the treatment of original images.17 Yet, 
another point is more important: thirty years after these shots were filmed, Van Thay, with his mere presence, seems 
to renew their legitimacy and historical mission; he appears as a guarantee of veracity. And to increase this hypnotic 
encounter with the primal scene, the documentarist chooses to return to the silent footage, editing Van Thay’s 
meditative voice onto the film’s soundtrack, with a music effect adding a nightmarish atmosphere (fig. 33). Maben 
ignores all the voiceovers that have accompanied this piece over time, his only concern being to draw us nearer to a 
lost moment of doom, the closest instant a camera had been to the atrocities committed. With such a treatment, he 
reveals that the real point is neither to make sense of the footage, nor to interpret it, but to look at it with emotion: 
this archive effect contributes to the archive affect, following Jaimie Baron.18 And at this point we enter the second 
field we mentioned above: the more the archives become dematerialized through digitalization, the more attraction 
the material of old archive pieces seems to exert, as with photograph prints and celluloid film reels. One would say 
that the support itself, instead of the images it carries, has been pervaded with a new and mysterious aura.
In 2009, the efforts made by the Documentation Center of Cambodia to put the former Khmer Rouge leaders on 
trial became a reality. Tuol Sleng was going to play an emblematic role in the process, the first criminal case (called 
case 001) being held against its director, Kaing Guek Eav, alias Duch. In the complex assembling of evidence 
and organizing of the trial, the Vietnamese footage might have been considered as evidence. In fact, DC-Cam’s 
director, Youk Chhang travelled to Ho Chi Minh City on December 26, 2008 to obtain a full original, unedited 
copy of the footage filmed in January 1979. Along with two photographic reels of 70 pictures, the footage was 
presented to the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia. According to the Co-Prosecutors, these 
segments contained a record of the aftermath of S-21 taken immediately after its discovery by Vietnamese forces 
on or around January 10, 1979. According to the same sources, they were relevant and probative as the only film 
footage known to have been taken at S-21 soon after its use as a prison in Democratic Kampuchea.
Duch’s Cambodian defendant, Kar Savuth,19 alleged that the filming had been politically motivated, adding that 
it contained a number of inaccuracies and distortions. For technical reasons and the lack of correspondence 
with the indictment, the tribunal rejected the use of the two segments of the film on July 29, 2009. However, this 
footage has been repeatedly shown as illustration for the visitors who attend the pedagogical sessions that take 
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place weekly in a room of the Museum. In other words, invalid before the tribunal, due to its being a possible 
re-enactment, the Vietnamese shots are nowadays used as a primary document by historians and for cultural 
heritage purposes.20 In spite of this, they have never been questioned or subjected to close scrutiny. On the 
contrary, the mug shots were welcome at the trial and played an important role at several key moments, being 
projected to identify and to be commented on by some detainees and victims’ family members. In sum, the 
lives of these two apparently complementary visual sources continue to be diversely questioned. Rarely are 
they rigorously analyzed in terms of the genre of images they represent, that is, according to their modality.

Closing Remarks

In February 2014, after having read passages of Écorces, the diary of his visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau, ac-
companied with the photographs he took on the site, Georges Didi-Huberman was once again questioned 
as to his controversy with filmmaker Claude Lanzmann which was triggered by his article “Images in spite of 
all,” and which later became a book.21  He argued that the ultimate reason for this controversy lies not in the 
representation of the Holocaust itself, but more broadly in what we expect from images in general. We may 
– as he argued – give the lie to every single image, or blindly – I must add – believe in them all. But we may 
also postulate that an image, as poor and insufficient as it may seem, points a way to historical understanding, 
provided it is combined with other sources. No matter how narrow this path may be, it is our right to follow it. 
Of course, the blurring liberator images we have analyzed in this essay cannot be considered “natural images.” 
Like their antecedents in the shots filmed by Roman Karmen on the Red Army’s arrival in Majdanek in July 
1944, the British in Bergen Belsen in April 1945 and about the same days by the Americans at Ohrdruf and 
Buchenwald concentration camps, they are, as argued in Duch’s trial, “politically motivated,” and contain a 
number of posed scenes which are immediately overpowered by the assemblage in editing, using montage, 
voiceover narration and other devices claimed to be propaganda. In Spring 1945, American generals Dwight 
Eisenhower, George Patton and Omar Brady decided to circulate these images as pedagogy through horror 
and shock in the hope of denouncing both the criminals that had perpetrated the deed and the population 
that claimed not to have seen nor known anything.22 We now comprehend the limits of these naïve intentions. 
Indeed, today these pieces are more famous for their uses than for their authors and, in fact, nobody seems 
to be concerned as to who made them or who manipulated them with each new use. They seem to be images 
that have always belonged to us.
As highlighted by filmmaker Rithy Panh, the crucial image is always a missing one, either psychologically or 
historically.23 And a missing image (in the sense of “a missing link”) is always a non-author picture. But in 
order to approach this missing image, which we all long to possess, we can only resort to other images at our 
disposal: excessive images, ambiguous images, contradictory images, inner images, afterimages. All of them 
form a network of correspondences to the extent that the analysis of one of them becomes impossible without 
taking the others into account. In this sense, the perpetrator mug shots from S-21 appears to be opposite of 
the KR propaganda films. In the latter, the enemy is invisible, a void of unimaginable meaning. What, in this 
framework, is the status of the Vietnamese footage? This is not easy to decide, for it lies on the border: on the 
one hand, it clarifies some of the effects of the KR’s worldview as to the repression of the enemy; on the other 
hand, it reveals the gaze of those who filmed it, intuitively anticipating their immediate propaganda use.
Yet, as a palimpsest, each time that some of these shots have been incorporated into, or imitated by, a dis-
course, whether by a prestigious reporter or by a simple amateur, they shed light on a tension which is im-
possible to resolve: between the primal scene and the gaze of the cameraman or the editor. And, as everyone 
knows, the primal scene is so enticing that it takes shape in a for-ever-missing image.
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Illustrations

29.    Vietnamese footage (1979).
30.    Vietnamese footage (1979).
31.     Year Zero (David Munroe, 1979).
32.     Die Angkar (Walter Heynowski, Gerhard Scheumann, 1981).
33.     Comrade Duch. The Bookkeeper of Death (Adrian Maben, 2011).
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1 I would like to express my gratitude to the Documentation Center of Cambodia (DC-
Cam) for handing me a copy of the visual document that is analyzed in this essay, as well 
as the attention given to me by filmmaker Rithy Panh at the Bophana Center (Phnom 
Penh) in October 2014. Among the vast bibliography available on S-21, we cannot avoid 
the following texts:

 David Chandler, Voices of S-21. Terror and History in Pol Pot’s Secret Prison, University of 
California Press, Berkeley-Los Angeles-London 1999; Nic Dunlop, The Lost Executioner. 
A Journey to the Heart of the Killing Fields, Walker Publishing Company, New York 2006; 
Peter Maguire, Facing Death in Cambodia, Columbia University Press, New York 2005.

2 On the Vietnamese military campaign, see Merle L. Pribbenow, “A Tale of Five Generals: 
Vietnam’s Invasion of Cambodia,” in The Journal of Military History, vol. 70, no. 2, April 
2006, pp. 459-486. For a more comprehensive history of the conflicts between Vietnam 
and Cambodia, Stephen J. Morris, Why Vietnam Invaded Cambodia. Political Cutlure and 
the Causes of War, Stanford University Press, Standford 1999.

3 Account given by Ho Van Thay in Comrade Duch. The Bookkeeper of Death (Adrien Ma-
ben, 2011). 

4 Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia, “Decision on the Vietnamese film 
footage filed by the Co-Prosecutors,” July 28th 2009, ES/10/5, http//www.eccc.gov.kh/
en/documents/court/decision-vietnamese-film-footage-filed-co-prosecutors-and-witness-
es-cp322-and-cp333; last visit July 7th, 2014. Spencer Cryder, “Investigative Inertia dur-
ing the ECCC Trial Phase. The 1979 ‘S-21 Video’ & Child Survivor Norng Chanphal,”  
http://www.d.dccam.org/Archives/Films/pdf/Investigative_Inertia_During_the_ECCC_
Trial_Phase_Spencer_Cryder_DC-Cam_Eng.pdf; last visit July 7th, 2014.

5 Even if the museum opened in July 1980, Tuol Sleng was regularly shown to representa-
tives from the friendly countries as well as available for visits of the human rights associa-
tion and Western journalists. And this started on January 25 1979, hardly three weeks 
after liberation, with the ceremonies of victory. 

6 Soko Phay-Vakalis in Pierre Bayard, Soko Phay Vakalis, Cambodge, le génocide effacé, 
Cécile Defaut, Nantes 2013. 

7 Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust. Interpretations of the Evidence, I.B. Tauris, 
London-New York 2004. And by the same author, Private Pictures. Soldiers Inside View of 
War, I.B. Tauris, London-New York 2010.

8 A third genre of images is represented by survivor Vann Nath’s paintings. Nath was con-
tracted by the museum direction as soon as 1980 in order to give an image to the exac-
tions committed at the prison. Nath’s imagery, based upon a naïf style, was inspired for 
the most part by the accounts given to them by other prisoners, since he rarely left the 
workshop. Vann Nath, A Cambodian Prison Portrait: One Year in the Khmer Rouge’s S-21, 
White Lotus, Bangkok 1998.  

9 Judy Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes: National 
Narrative,” in Museum Anthropology, no. 21-1, 1997, p. 89.

10 The “first encounter” photos hanging on the wall have proved to be a firm favorite of the 
Museum’s. The visitor can still see them now in building A ground-floor cells. 

11 They filmed in 1979 Kampuchea. Sterben und Aferstehen (Cambodia. Death and Rebirth).
12   See all this develpments in Michelle Caswell, Archiving the Unspeakable: Silence, Memory, 

and the Photographic Record in Cambodia, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison-Lon-
don 2014. 
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13 Cf. Thierry De Duve, “Art in the Face of Radical Evil,” in October, no. 125, Summer 
2008, p. 11. Guy Trebay, “Killing Fileds of Vision,” in The Village Voice, June 3rd 1997. 
Thomas Roma, “Looking into the Face of Our Own Worst Fears through Photographs,” 
in The Chronicle of Higher Education, October 31st 1997.

14 The effect was accompanied by the publishing of a catalogue-book including 78 photos 
entitled The Killing Fields (Chris Riley & Douglas Niven, Twim Palms, 1996).

15 See a summary in Colette Copeland, “Madness and Mayhem: the Aesthetics of Dark 
Tourism,” in Afterimage, vol. 39, nº 1/2, July-October, 2011. The origins of these reflec-
tions can be found in the classical book by John Lennon and Malcolm Foley, Dark Tour-
ism. The Attraction of Death and Disaster, Continuum, London 2000.

16 Stéphanie Benzaquen, “Looking at the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes, Cam-
bodia, on Flickr and YouTube,” in Media, Culture & Society, July 16th 2014.

17 Michelle Caswell has recently pointed out this pragmatic effect in her book Archiving 
the Unspeakable: Silence, Memory, and the Photographic Record in Cambodia, University 
of Wisconsin Press, Madison 2014, chapter three. She refers to recurrent structures such 
as photographs of people looking at images of the past, and explaining them to other 
visitors or spectators.

18 Jaimie Baron, Archive Effect: Found Footage and the Audiovisual Experience of History, 
Routledge, New York 2014, chapter four (“The archive affect: the archival fragment and 
the production of historical ‘presence’.”

19 Due to the hybrid composition of the tribunal, national and international, Duch had two 
defendants, as all the functions were doubled. 

20 Stéphanie Benzaquen, “Looking at the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes, Cam-
bodia, on Flickr and YouTube,” cit., p. 6.

21 Mémorial de la Shoah, Paris, February 12th 2015. Cf. Georges Didi-Huberman, Écorces, 
Minuit, Paris 2011. And referring to the controversy, see his book, Images malgré tout, 
Les Éditions de Minuit, Paris 2003.

22 Marie-Anne Matard-Bonucci, La pédagogie de l’horreur, in Id., Édouard Lynch (eds.), La 
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Annette Wieviorka, 1945. La découverte, Seuil, Paris 2015. 
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