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Cambodia, a country with a rich cultural heritage, has a history overshadowed by
the devastating genocide inflicted by the Khmer Rouge regime in the 1970s. The
aftermath of this horrific event left deep scars on the nation and its people, but
amidst the tragedy, Cambodian visual culture emerged as a powerful means of
expressing national identity and resilience. In this article, we will delve into the
significance of Cambodian visual culture in the aftermath of genocide, exploring
how art, architecture, and other forms of creative expression have played a

crucial role in healing and rebuilding the nation.
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Origins of Cambodian Visual Culture:

Cambodia has a long and illustrious history dating back to the Khmer Empire,
known for its incredible architectural wonders such as Angkor Wat. The empire's

cultural achievements laid the foundation for Cambodian visual culture, which
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blended elements of Hinduism, Buddhism, and indigenous beliefs. These artistic
traditions continued to evolve over the centuries, becoming deeply embedded in

the fabric of Cambodian society.

Impact of the Khmer Rouge Genocide:

The Khmer Rouge, led by the notorious Pol Pot, sought to eradicate all traces of
Cambodia's past, including its visual culture. Countless temples, artworks, and
historical artifacts were destroyed, and artists and intellectuals were targeted and
killed. The aim was to create a society devoid of individualism and cultural

identity.

The Resilience of Cambodian Art:

However, even under the Khmer Rouge's brutal regime, the spirit of Cambodian
art could not be completely extinguished. Artists found innovative ways to
preserve their cultural heritage, often working in secret or using unconventional
materials. In an act of defiance, they created art that defied the regime's

ideologies and kept alive the essence of Cambodian visual culture.

Revival and Rehabilitation:

Following the fall of the Khmer Rouge, Cambodia faced the monumental task of
rebuilding its shattered identity. Art became central to this process, serving as a
vehicle for healing, remembrance, and empowerment. Organizations like the
Documentation Center of Cambodia and the Khmer Arts Ensemble played pivotal

roles in preserving and promoting Cambodian visual culture.

Art as a Medium of Healing:



Art therapy, a powerful form of expressive therapy, has had a profound impact on
survivors of the genocide. By engaging in various art forms, individuals can
process their traumatic experiences and find solace in the creative process. This
therapeutic approach has allowed survivors to reclaim their agency and

contribute to the revitalization of Cambodian visual culture.

Cambodian Architecture as a Symbol of Resilience:

Architecture also played a crucial role in the post-genocide era, becoming a
symbol of resilience and hope. The construction of new temples and restoration
of ancient structures not only served practical purposes but also revitalized the
connection between the Cambodian people and their cultural heritage. The iconic

Angkor Wat stands as a testament to the enduring spirit of the nation.

Modern Cambodian Visual Culture:

Today, Cambodian visual culture continues to evolve, blending traditional
elements with contemporary influences. Young artists are exploring new mediums
and themes, addressing issues such as social justice, environmental
conservation, and gender equality. This dynamic and vibrant artistic scene
ensures that Cambodian visual culture remains relevant and open to

interpretation, reflecting the changing aspirations and concerns of the society.

The resilience and spirit of the Cambodian people shine through their visual
culture, providing a powerful testament to the enduring nature of national identity.
Despite the devastating impact of the genocide, art has served as a catalyst for

healing, remembrance, and rebuilding. Cambodian visual culture stands as a



testament to the enduring spirit of the nation, a vibrant expression of the past,

present, and future of Cambodia.
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How do the people of a morally shattered culture and nation find ways to go on
living? Cambodians confronted this challenge following the collective disasters of
the American bombing, the civil war, and the Khmer Rouge genocide. The
magnitude of violence and human loss, the execution of artists and intellectuals,
the erasure of individual and institutional cultural memory all caused great
damage to Cambodian arts, culture, and society. Author Boreth Ly explores the
“traces” of this haunting past in order to understand how Cambodians at home

and in the diasporas deal with trauma on such a vast scale.

Ly maintains that the production of visual culture by contemporary Cambodian

artists and writers —photographers, filmmakers, court dancers, and poets—
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embodies traces of trauma, scars leaving an indelible mark on the body and the
psyche. Her book considers artists of different generations and family
experiences: a Cambodian-American woman whose father sent her as a baby to
the United States to be adopted; the Cambodian-French filmmaker, Rithy Panh,
himself a survivor of the Khmer Rouge, whose film The Missing Picture was
nominated for an Oscar in 2014; a young Cambodian artist born in 1988 —part of
the “post-memory” generation. The works discussed include a variety of materials
and remnants from the historical past: the broken pieces of a shattered clay pot,
the scarred landscape of bomb craters, the traditional symbolism of the

checkered scarf called krama, as well as the absence of a visual archive.

Boreth Ly’s poignant book explores obdurate traces that are fragmented and
partial, like the acts of remembering and forgetting. Her interdisciplinary
approach, combining art history, visual studies, psychoanalysis, cultural studies,
religion, and philosophy, is particularly attuned to the diverse body of material
discussed, including photographs, video installations, performance art, poetry,
and mixed media. By analyzing these works through the lens of trauma, she
shows how expressions of a national trauma can contribute to healing and the

reclamation of national identity.
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