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A documentary probing some of the horrors meted out by Cambodia's 1975-1979 Khmer 
Rouge regime, "S21: The Khmer Rouge Death Machine", screened at the Cannes film 
festival, bringing the glamorous event back down to earth with a thud.

The special screening of the movie was held out of competition in the presence of its 
director, Rithy Panh, a Cambodian who spends half his time in France. The low-budget 
production, shot on digital camera over a three-year period, outlines the injustices and 
torture of S21, the Khmer Rouge's main security bureau based in Phnom Penh which 
acted as a death camp for 17,000 people deemed "enemies" of Angkar, the ruling 
Communist Party. The brutal purges and genocide waged by the Khmer Rouge, which 
ended only when the Vietnamese invaded and took Phnom Penh in 1979, are reflected in 
a look back into the daily life of the camp, as told by two of the three survivors still alive 
today, and several of their guards.

A matter-of-fact, non-judgemental tone informs the picture -- a deliberate choice by 
Panh, who wanted to create a document of record about an upheaval that so many 
Cambodians, both in their homeland and in their adopted countries, are today loath to 
scrutinise. "We wanted to do something as a memorial," Panh told journalists. "The two 
million dead were two million lives, destinies, separations... We wanted to bring this 
down to the level of individuals."

Under nonconfrontational but insistent probing from one of the survivors, a painter 
named Vann Nath, the guards open and tell about -- and in many cases re-enact -- the 
treatment given to the prisoners. Torture by electricity, coerced "confessions", sexual 
assault -- the documentary slowly paints a dreadful picture of existence in the 
rudimentary holding cells and the punishment of brutal interrogation chambers. Some are 
more than disturbing, such as the accounts of how prisoners were literally bled dry to 
provide blood supplies to hospitals. Or when the guards describe how the inmates are 
taken to a nearby site, blindfolded, then had their throats cut before being pushed into a 
mass grave. Throughout, a dreadful calmness from Nath belies the anguish that eats away 
at him and which provided the material for his collection of paintings of scenes at the 
camp, which are set up at the site, today a museum.

The guards are even more deadpan, showing little remorse. One of them explains that he 
saw each inmate as "a living corpse, neither man nor animal," and that they themselves 
feared for their lives if they failed to carry out their orders. There are flashes of doubt, 
however. One of the guards said he had
unsuccessfully asked to be relieved of his duties and transferred to the frontline of the 
war where "death was certain". Another finally admits that he savagely beat a female 
prisoner out of sexual frustration.

But Nath, a dignified, silver-haired man who calls himself "very lucky" to have survived, 



admits he is uncomfortable with meeting his former tormentors, and says that his 
participation in the movie in no way amounts to a reconciliation or pardon. "Has anyone 
begged forgiveness? Have you heard that from the lips of the (Khmer Rouge) leaders or 
underlings?" he asks at one point in the documentary. "Even if it's been 20 years, it's not 
so far back... This doesn't mean it's a chance to cleanse ourselves of evil."

Panh, too, said providing a means to soothe the wounds of the past was not his intention, 
and, indeed, he refused a request to hand the film over to a UN-backed court being set up 
in Cambodia to try those responsible for the genocide.

"They're still talking about the court... (But) that doesn't replace a record of what 
happened," he said.

"A human being can never be destroyed without leaving a trace."


