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VANN NATH. Prison Self Portrait, etching. 2011



DUCH, Director of S-21

I and everyone else who worked in that place
knew that anyone who entered
had to be psychologically demolished,
eliminated by steady work, given no way out.
No answer could avoid death.
Nobody who came to us
had any chance of saving himself.

in Craig Guthrie, “Crime and Punishment” in Globe:
Cambodia’s English Magazine. March 2008, 19.



VANN NATH: SURVIVING  S-21

From my window, I can see the house
Where Galileo invented the telescope.

I wonder what he was thinking
That night, that night he first searched

Heaven.  I wonder what it was

He was trying not to see.

  --Jay Hopler (8)

Surviving S-21 was impossible for almost everyone during the reign of terror 
orchestrated by the Khmer Rouge from April 17, 1975 until the Vietnamese 
invasion of Cambodia on January 7, 1979: three years, seven months and twenty 
days. Prison S-21 was both an actual arm of the mass murder and a symbol of 
the modus operandi put in motion by Brother Number One, Pol Pot, and his 
cohort.

How did it work? Someone would suggest that a person or a family was a 
threat to the new government’s vision for Cambodia. This accusation could 
come from a young person in a family in which the parent or other relative had 
been heard to say something that seemed to disapprove of the way the Khmer 
Rouge were operating. Or they may have given some evidence of preferring the 
life of capitalism, or they may have hoarded something for personal affection, 
or they may have been a member of the military under the regime of Lon Nol 
and the American-backed former government. The political paranoia of the 
Khmer Rouge was such that the expression of an idea could be enough to cause 
a person to be arrested and brought to S-21 or one of the other 150 plus prisons 
in Cambodia.

When the Khmer Rouge took control of the government, many Cambodians 
were in other countries, mostly in France. They were students or doing business 
or pursuing other personal goals. In 1977 Pol Pot issued letters to these people to 
invite them to return to help re-build the country. A large number returned only 
to find that they were immediately sent to prison, many to S-21, where Duch 



was the director. The process of incarceration, interrogation and execution that 
led to interment was put into action. No intellectual was intentionally permitted 
freedom: all were sacrificed for the good of the new regime. 

The prisons were used to implement the extermination of any hint of resistance 
to the ruling power. Over all, S-21 was responsible for nearly 20,000 deaths, a 
fraction of the nearly 1.7 million who died under Pol Pot’s leadership.

The question of human value is raised. One of the sayings associated with the 
KR is this: “No gain in keeping, no loss in weeding out” (Locard 210). Mass 
education was accomplished mainly through these compact sayings byAngkar,  
the leadership of the Khmer Rouge. The sayings became part of the whole 
population through the leaders in the local work units. The sayings were enforced 
by attitudes of those in charge and the extermination of those who “deserved” it. 
It is quite evident that the value of a person’s life was determined by his or her 
absorption into the larger group: individual identity was of little concern.

With this in mind, the soul of the people was in crisis. The worth of the 
individual was not upheld by religion: Buddhism was eliminated. Nor was a 
person supported by usual family ties: these were all but extinguished by 
systematic procedures of isolation and separation. No man, woman or child was 
given opportunity to develop personal interests apart from those that benefitted 
Angkar and its wishes.

The poet Jay Hopler reflected on the work of Galileo, the 17th century astronomer 
whose observations of the skies led him to develop a heliocentric view of our 
galaxy. He wondered what the astronomer was “trying not to see” in the process 
of his work. That question takes into account the power of tradition in shaping 
what we look for and in permitting us to see. 

This gives pause to the whole development of the vision and policies of the 
Khmer Rouge, Pol Pot, and Duch: What were they trying not to see as they 
worked out the day to day details of their world view, the political practice of 
their plan for the nation they ruled?

Practically speaking, several answers are evident in their actions. They were
actively trying not to see:

value of an individual’s life;
value of traditions that help to shape life’s meanings;
value of education and those educated;



value of the religious sensibilities of Buddhism and its monks;
value of family and the bonds of friendship;
value of the medical profession;
value of those who have worked for government agencies.

The operation of the new political system coupled with a tearing apart of families 
in favor of the work units, denying personal development in favor of the will of 
Angkar. It proved to be an aggressive way to “not see” such values in favor of 
establishing the new order.

The interrogation techniques of S-21 were established to systematically reduce 
the individual to nothing more than one worthy of extermination. Reduced 
to skin and bones through a very limited food allotment, and reduced to 
worthlessness through psychological and physical torture, individuals became 
minimal threads of existence as they were led to Killing Fields where they were 
“smashed” and left to die. Those in prison only knew that people gradually left 
the prison and never returned, leaving them to wonder what happened to those 
who left and what would soon happen to themselves as well. Duch, the director 
of S-21, made sure to keep track of the details of this process: a photograph of 
each prisoner was taken; a detailed autobiography was written by a prisoner; 
confessions were retained; death was always the end. . . Except for the seven
who survived.

Vann Nath was one of the survivors. Duch saw that he was an artist and could 
paint pictures of Pol Pot, so he kept him alive. But while he was working on 
these official portraits, he was also taking note of what was happening to other 
prisoners: “Whatever I observed in secret, I tried to record later in my pictures” 
(Chandler 130-1). Vann Nath’s ability to draw and paint were the means by 
which he could document prison life: it is not a verbal story only; nor is it an 
imaginative reconstruction based on artifacts left behind at the prison. It is 
personal experience and recalled visions seen through cracks, remembered, and 
rendered by the artist.

Vann Nath was a remarkable man. He not only made the art of this portfolio, 
but he added to it many paintings that give specific details of the torture he 
observed and discovered as a prisoner. By virtue of his personal heart-sense, after 
the horror of his life, he was able to make contact with his oppressors at S-21. 
The documentary film by Rithy Pahn S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine 
includes the artist in conversation with the prison guards, talking with them 
about the life of the prison and the ways in which prisoners were treated, and 



reflecting on the discoveries that have come since the day of liberation in 1979.

So it is that we can read his Artist’s Statement and glean a richer understanding 
of this man and the incredible strength of his character. His artistic gift becomes 
our way of knowing. In fact we are lead to a greater understanding of the 
Cambodian experience during the dark days of the Khmer Rouge rule. Insight is 
ours as we share his images and consider the implications they have for him, for 
Cambodian people, and for all people everywhere who are oppressed by political 
leaders who do not value diversity, racial and ethnic distinctions, and the spiritual 
value of humanity. 

A look at each of the images created by Vann Nath reveals a direct representation 
of the specific event. One could think of them as illustrations, were it not for the 
fact that these are lived experiences. The more proper term is document. These 
are selected documents of his experience of being processed at S-21. The sparse 
details certainly indicate the limited number of objects in the prison world. But 
the specific references are poignant reminders of the suffering at the hands of 
perpetrators of the most heinous crimes against fellow countrymen. Limited 
clothing, bare legs, objects of authority that couple as means of torture are clearly 
seen. The colors are drab with occasional bright lights that seem to scream, a 
sound not permitted in the prison halls. The space in each work is self-contained 
and silent. The lack of words is made up for by the specific outlines of shadows, 
the definitive edge of the roads or buildings, and the receding lines of the tile 
pieces in the floor.

The relation of sketch to painting often reveals the adjustments of composition 
required by the practice of painting. The Interrogation scene dissolves the column 
in the sketch with the bright light shown to press and demand accurate confession. 
Small bits of red in the painting announce the relationship of this dehumanizing 
technique with the “Red” Khmer Rouge. In Being Photographed the blindfolded 
prisoners are split in the sketch and brought together as one group behind the 
one photographed. This strange documentation demanded by Duch is enlarged 
and pushed forward for us to consider. It was a cruel means of recording every 
individual, isolated and reduced to another person, worthless to the ruling party.

The final image in this portfolio represents the very means by which Vann Nath 
found salvation within the context of the degrading life of S-21. By some gift of 
the gods, Duch chose the artist to act on behalf of the Khmer Rouge in painting 
pictures of Pol Pot, Brother Number One in Angkar. The small pieces of rice 
that he has eaten now increase to a more complete meal, and his initial mirrored 



reflection of an emaciated man now begins to change. As a person with artistic 
ability he was able to survive the final days of the Pol Pot regime. When Duch 
and the prison guards scattered as the Vietnamese arrived in Phnom Penh, Vann 
Nath and six others were the only survivors. The remaining shackled prisoners 
died and are now buried in places of honor inside the museum walls.

Vann Nath was a man who actually  “tried to see” even the darkest aspects of 
living and dying under the Khmer Rouge in S-21. There is no doubt that this 
enabled him to live to reveal for us the dark truth of surviving S-21. I contend 
that it is in this way that he found the grace to contribute in the healing of the 
great suffering of his people. And so we recognize him as one through whom we 
can experience the heart of Cambodian Resiliency.

-- Sheldon Hurst, Curator

SOURCES:
Chandler, David. Voices form S-21. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999.
Guthrie, Craig. “Rebirth of a Nation” in South Eastern Globe, March 2008.
Hopler, Jay. The Abridged History of Rainfall. San Francisco: McSweeney, 2016.
Locard, Henri. Pol Pot’s Little Red Book. Thailand: Silkworm Books, 2004.



VANN NATH: ARTIST'S STATEMENT

Like other people in Phnom Penh, on the 17th of April, 1975 I was evacuated 
from the city to a sleepy village where there was not a single shelter. I tried hard 
to build a shelter on my own, and I had to work hard in order to fill my stomach. 
I needed nothing to survive, but to survive at that time was not favorable. On 
the 30th December, 1978 I was arrested and sent to S-21 (Tuol Sleng) prison. I 
didn’t know why I had been arrested and sent to prison, all I had been told was 
that I was to be transferred to another work area. On my first day as a prisoner 
I was questioned about things I had never heard of. The questions were about 
traitorous activities, asking if I were a traitor to Angkar, to Angkar’s will or to 
their revolutionary cause and so on. In fact, I was innocent. I was doing hard 
work in my village when they arrested me but I had learnt that when someone 
was accused of these activities, it meant for sure that they wanted you killed. 
Once a person set their foot on S-21 prison grounds, that was going to be the 
end of their life.

However luckily for me, because I was good at painting, I was temporarily 
allowed to do painting work for the Khmer Rouge at the prison. If I hadn’t the 
knowledge of painting, I would have been killed like all the others. Consequently, 
I managed to stay alive by working for them using my painting skills until the 
liberation day on the 7th of January, 1979.

So far, most of my paintings have been about genocidal activities during the 
Khmer Rouge regime, particularly those that happened in S-21 prison. There 
are several reasons why I drew these particular images. First of all, I wanted 
to take the audience back to the time when my friends were tortured to death 
in S-21 prison. I wanted to let the public know that many, many people were 
cruelly and painfully killed there. I don’t want those victims, my friends, to have 
died meaninglessly. I feel that these tragic incidents are on the path to being 
forgotten but they must be remembered and shared with sympathy.

The paintings clearly reflect their meanings. They explicitly show all of the 
innocent prisoners being handcuffed and killed. Some are being questioned and 
then tortured to death.



I have to say that I am not overly serious about history. I just tend to record 
whatever I encounter and compile it so that the next generation will have the 
chance to find out for themselves whether the stories about the Khmer Rouge 
are correct. Having said that, I cannot say that I know for sure what happened 
throughout Cambodia’s extraordinary and perplexing history.

Art means emotional attraction. In Cambodia, art is an important means to keep 
track of what has occurred in the past. For example, the sculptures and carvings 
that adorn the walls of Angkor Wat’s temples were carved or created more than 
a thousand years ago, and from this, one can try to understand what really took 
place during that time. So to me, art is crucial.

When I was in S-21 prison, I often thought to myself that if I had a chance to 
stay alive, I would share with the public all of my experiences through my art. 
Fortunately, I made it, so I started working on my paintings a year after the 
liberation day, right after the former S-21 prison had been converted into the 
genocide museum that it remains today. I want to let others know how enormous 
the agonies of the innocent people at that time were, and how frustrated they 
were when they were pleading for help and liberation.

So far, I have been able to share ideas with other people of the pressure that the 
Khmer Rouge placed on innocent people, especially on their own compatriots. 
What happened in Cambodia’s past should be a lesson for upcoming leaders to 
take their citizens’ interests into high consideration. They should consider the 
sustainability of the nation and not use their citizens as a stepping-stone to their 
personal political power.

I am hopeful about the future of Cambodia but it is yet to be known, so we 
just have to wait and see. In my lifetime I have experienced four or five different 
regimes and I am confident that this current society is moving forward. And 
although the poverty rate among the poor is still high, the government is doing 
its best to gradually reduce it. There were some worrying concerns through, 
for example, within poor communities in the countryside, because of lack of 
education, people are exchanging their rice fields in return for money which 
leaves them with no land with which to work on. That is when poverty occurs.

I think the Khmer Rouge regime had an enormous, sadly negative, impact on 
Cambodia’s current society. Most young people who participated in the Khmer 
Rouge regime were trained and educated with the Khmer Rouge ideologies 
using violence, killing and other immoral ways. I have noticed a kind of social 



chaos where I see family members killing each other, the father kills the child, 
the child kills the mother. . . etc. Prior to the Khmer Rouge regime we would not 
have been able to comprehend such an aggressive act. 

The impact is also felt on art. After 1979, there was nothing left. As artists, we 
had to start from scratch so I am extremely delighted with what we have achieved 
up until now. We may not be as civilized as some countries, but I am hopeful that 
we are not too far behind.

SOURCES:
Vann Nath Artist’s Statement in Cambodian Artists Speak Out: The Art of Survival. Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung. Kingdom of Cambodia, 2008 (p. 17-21). Permission to print this statement 
by Vann Nath was granted by the publisher.



VANN NATH: CHRONOLOGY 

  Born April 5 in Battambang Province, Cambodia
Enters Buddhist monastery Wat Sopee as a monk
Receives private painting instruction
Leaves monastery, begins work as artist, specializing in portraits, 
landscapes and movie posters.
Under Khmer Rouge sent with his family to a cooperative farm in
Battambang Province. Begins farming, then works on dams, canals.
Arrested on December 27 for violating the moral code of Angkar.
Taken to Wat Kandal where he is questioned and tortured.
January 7 moves to S-21, Tuol Sleng. After a short time he is identified 
as an artist by Duch, the director of the prison. Begins paintings of Pol 
Pot, thereby avoiding torture and death.
January 7 escapes during confusion of Vietnamese invasion of Phnom 
Penh. One of the 7 prisoners who survived the prison life in which 
nearly 20,000 were killed. Survived on donated rice received at Wat 
Phnom in the city.
February 3 joins the new Cambodian army. After several months receives 
permission to search for his family in Battambang. Meets relatives 
who led him to a reunion with his wife. Both sons died during their 
separation. Meets Luom, the man who arrested him. Works through 
the problems, realizing they were tools of the Khmer Rouge, but now 
they both survived.
August, he and other survivors begin to work at S21, Tuol Sleng, to
develop it into a Museum of Genocide.
He begins to prepare scenes of life in S-21.
January 7, Museum of Genocide opens at S21, Tuol Sleng.
Returns to military unit.
Learns that Khmer Rouge soldiers surrender after years of hiding.
Writes A Cambodian Prison Portrait: One Year in the Khmer
Rouge’s S-21.
April 17 learns of death of Pol Pot.
Main protagonist in Rithy Panh’s documentary S-21: The Khmer
Rouge Killing Machine.
Witness to Duch’s trial at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts
of Cambodia.
Suffers from chronic kidney disease, but continues to paint and tell
his story until his death on September 5.
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VANN NATH: CHECKLIST

1. Arrest in Battambang, December 1977. Painting only.

2. Joining Another Prisoner I Know, December 1977. Painting only.

3. Interrogation at Kandal Pagoda, Dec. 31, 1977. Sketch and painting.

4. Locked in Wooden Stocks, December 1977. Sketch and painting.

5. Waiting for Transport Truck, January 1978. Sketch only.

6. In the Truck to Phnom Penh, January 1978. Sketch and painting.

7. Upon Arrival at S-21 Prison, January 1978. Sketch and painting.

8. Dragged into Tuol Sleng S-21, January 1978. Sketch and painting.

9. Being Photographed at S-21, January 1978. Sketch and painting.

10. Locked in Steel Shackles, January 1978. Sketch only.

11. Living Alongside the Dead, February 1978. Sketch and painting.

12. Escorted to See Duch, February 1978. Sketch and painting.

13. Interviewed by Duch, February 1978. Sketch only.

14. Seeing Myself in a Piece of Mirror, February 1978. Sketch and painting.

15. First Good Meal, February 1978. Sketch only.

16. Painting Pol Pot for Duch, February 1978. Sketch and Painting.

A Limited Edition of Fine Art Prints from the International Exhibit 
Endurance, An Exhibit of Profound Historical Significance. 12 Paintings 
and 14 Sketches, only 79 copies of each. Each print is signed and 
numbered. This portfolio was originally created to help alleviate the 
medical expenses Vann Nath experienced due to kidney disease.



RULES AT TUOL SLENG, S-21

You must answer accordingly to my question. Don’t turn them away.

Don’t try to hide the facts by making pretexts this and that; you are strictly pro-
hibited to contest me.

Don’t be a fool for you are a chap who dares to thwart the revolution.

You must immediately answer my questions without wasting time to reflect.

Don’t tell me either about your immoralities or the essence of the revolution.

While getting lashes or electrification you must not cry at all.

Do nothing, sit still and wait for my orders. If there is no order, keep quiet. When 
I ask you to do something, you must do it right away without protesting.

Don’t make pretext about Kampuchea Krom in order to hide your secret or traitor.

If you don’t follow all the above rules, you shall get many lashes of electric wire.

If you disobey any point of my regulations you shall get either ten lashes or five 
shocks of electric discharge.

NOTE: Posted outside Tuol Sleng Museum. Incorrect grammar is the
original faulty translation from the Khmer.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.



JEAN AMERY
Author of At the Mind's Limit

Anyone who has been tortured
remains tortured. . . .
anyone who has suffered torture
will never again be at ease in the world.

David Chandler. Voices from S-21: Terror and History in Pol Pot’s
Secret Prison. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999 (142)


