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CAMBODIAN RESILIENCY
An Introduction to the Exhibit

By Sheldon Hurst, Curator

CAMBODIAN RESILIENCY gives attention to some of the creative expression 
which has defined a people who created an empire, endured a genocide, celebrate a 
present and embrace a future.

It is, in particular, an affirmation of the spirit of the people of Cambodia who were 
torn by the spillover from a war in Viet Nam, diminished under the leadership 
of Lon Nol, and nearly obliterated by the government of Pol Pot from April 17, 
1975 - January 7, 1979. In spite of all that, a creative spark endured. It is evident in 
the lives of survivors who are rebuilding their lives and culture in Cambodia, and 
it is evident in the lives of those who have had to rebuild their lives elsewhere. The 
United States in general, and Portland in particular, have a significant number of 
people from Cambodia who are part of every dimension of community life. Their 
memories, culture, and visions for a better world are now part of the larger fabric 
of American life.

SHAPING AN IDENTITY: ANGKOR WAT
The photography of Portland-based 
SANDRA BANISTER affirms Angkor 
Wat as both a monument of 12th century 
political and architectural achievement as 
well as an important contemporary site. 
Banister documents historical aspects of this 
architectural masterpiece and she explores the 
dynamic energy that continues to radiate from 
this spiritual center in the heart of Cambodia.

Ms. Banister is joined by JOHN 
McDERMOTT in revealing the 
subtleties of the Cambodian temples in 
their natural setting. McDermott lives 
in Siem Reap, Cambodia and travels 
extensively to present and discuss his 
work.

Angkor Wat, 2011.

Upper Terrace, Phnom Bakheng, 2008.



SURVIVING  S-21 
S-21 was one of over 150 prisons 
instituted during the Khmer Rouge 
regime. Established in August, 1975 in 
what was a former Phnom Penh high 
school, this infamous site where men 
and women were brought, interrogated, 
tortured, convicted, and sent to a killing 
field stands today as a memorial to 
those who died and a reminder of the 

human capability of inhumanity. Of the nearly 20,000 people “smashed” under 
Duch (Kaing Guek Eav), the director of the prison, seven prisoners survived: 
the artist VANN NATH was one of them. During his incarceration he painted 
portraits of Pol Pot for Duch, even as he took careful note of the atrocities 
being committed. His portfolio of images, created after the fall of the Pol Pot 
government, was his effort to give voice to and find personal release from some of 
what he experienced during his time in the prison. This retrospective collection 
invites us to mourn with him but also to reflect and, perhaps, to find hope.

SAYING "YES!"
It was Vann Nath’s good fortune, 
and ours, that he had a way to 
express his experience; his creative 
spirit lives on.  And it also lives 
on in photographer VANN 
CHANNARONG, his son, who 
gives us a vision of Cambodia today,  
nearly 40 years after the devastation 
of the Khmer Rouge era. His photos 

attest to renewal of life in which friendship, adventure, beauty and cultural 
activity are central elements. He documents people and places, capturing the 
contemporary revival of life and culture in the country he loves. The Khmer 
Rouge/Pol Pot ravaging of Cambodia included the attempt to rid the country 
of all who might threaten their political and economic vision. Among those in 
this category were the educated, the civil servants, the teachers and doctors, the 
monks, and thos who carried the people’s traditions: artists, musicians, dancers, 
writers, storytellers and performers. A great symbol of revival for Cambodians 
is the teaching of the Cambodian Dance, as captured by ANDERS JIRAS. He 
documents the process of children learning the intricate and detailed gestures 
and mudras of the traditional dance (see cover image). 

Prison Self Portrait, 2011.

Prison Self Portrait, 2011.



SUPPORTING STUDENTS
Many who fled the terror of their country 
under Pol Pot found a new home in the United 
States, and Portland has been fortunate to have 
become one of those cities where Cambodians 
have settled. They have significant stories of 
survival--of making their way through the 
killing fields into this country. GOLDEN 
LEAF EDUCATION FOUNDATION 

was created here as a response to such experiences. Inspired by Golden Leaf, a 
personal memoir by Kilong Ung, survivor of the killing fields and resident of 
Portland since 1980, it creates educational opportunity for children and students 
in Cambodia today. The Foundation embraces the possibilities embodied in the 
lives of children, the inspiration inherent in education, and the vision of a people 
for its future. CHANLY BOB has documented the contribution that GLEF is 
making in the lives of these children. His photos are lively references to the work 
that is being done. 

There are other works of compassion in which students in Cambodia are 
supported by people in the Portland area.  These include The Volunteer 
Development Children’s Association (VDCA), and Cambodian Children 
Ministry (CCM)  in cooperation with the First Baptist Church in Portland.

CAMBODIAN RESILIENCY focuses on the spirit and vision of a 
people whose will to do and to be has carried them from an extraordinarily 
creative past through a dark, hateful, genocidal period that decimated 
nearly one third of its country’s population to a present creative persistence 
of envisioning and acting which will ensure a future of unfolding 
promise. We gain greater understanding through sharing this story. 

DEDICATION
- in memory of the missing ones
- - in honor of the living ones
- - - in expectation of the future ones

Chanly Bob. Student, 2011.
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