
PREFACE

More than a decade ago, during an international film festival, I 
watched the Cambodian documentary film S21: The Khmer 
Rouge Death Machine (S21, la machine de mort Khmère rouge, 

Cambodia/France, 2003), which presents the interaction between two sur-
vivors of the notorious S- 21 execution center in Phnom Penh and their 
former Khmer Rouge (KR— “Red,” Communist, Cambodian) torturers 
and guards, mediated by the camera of the director, Rithy Panh, himself 
a survivor of the Cambodian genocide.1 Soon after I became terrifically 
amazed by the French- Cambodian director’s entire oeuvre. I later learned 
that during the Pol Pot autogenocidal regime “a greater proportion of the 
population perished than in any other revolution during the twentieth 
century,”2 that the entire strata of the middle and intellectual classes, 
including directors, actors, actresses, novelists, and technicians, was mur-
dered and the cinema industry demolished. This background made me 
both more appreciative of and more puzzled over the extraordinary renais-
sance of the new Cambodian filmmaking, a rare phenomenon in world 
cinema.

As a cinema trauma scholar, while delving into the Cambodian cor-
pus I found myself in the close but unfamiliar field of genocide and mass 
murder studies, as well as in a cinematic culture that threatened me, as a 
Westerner, with being “lost in translation.” However, as an Israeli who 
grew up during the 1950s on Holocaust narratives and after many years 
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of watching globally made second-  and third- generation postgenocide cin-
ema, with many of the questions posed in this book accompanying me 
for years, I felt I owned at least some of the keys to this fascinating “East-
ern” corpus.

What do we expect to see on the cinematic screen when watching a 
postgenocide (mainly documentary) film? Let me put forward at least 
some of the prevalent expectations: visual- audial representation of the 
atrocities, portraits of outstanding characters who acted during 
 catastrophic events, survivors’ testimonies, stories on top- down recon-
ciliation efforts between previous enemies, revelations of hidden and 
taboo- ized historical events, descriptions of searching for the traces of 
dead relatives, autobiographical stories of the return to previous scenes of 
murder and places of birth, intergenerational dialogue, critique of the 
genocidal regime, and alternative narration of formal history. Do we 
expect a thorough depiction of perpetrators, let alone any dialogue initi-
ated from the bottom- up by the directors- survivors between themselves 
and the perpetrators, as in Panh’s film? A direct encounter between Jew-
ish survivor and Nazi perpetrator is unimaginable in post- Holocaust 
European cinema— thus, S21: The Khmer Rouge Death Machine depicts a 
scene that never happened in the West. Further, do we expect postgeno-
cide cinema to provide nonhegemonic representation of antireconcilia-
tion and transitional justice efforts? Post- KR Cambodian cinema pro-
poses new venues in regard to these major questions.

This book completes a trilogy of books on cinema trauma, as it also 
completes a journey into this unexpected cinematic terrain. The question 
of how the violent past lives in the psyche of its survivors, both victims 
and perpetrators, has been a major part of my research for years. In both 
Defeated Masculinity: Post- Traumatic Cinema in the Aftermath of War 
(2009) and Waltzing with Bashir: Perpetrator Trauma and Cinema (2013), 
the different conceptions of the perpetrator and various relationships 
between victims/survivors and perpetrators in several cinematic corpora 
(New German cinema, Vietnam War movies, Israeli and Palestinian cin-
ema) motivate the analysis. In all these corpora the cinema’s role in shap-
ing not only a new lingua trauma but our understanding of the human 
condition is decisive. Cambodian cinema, attesting to the failure to pre-
vent the genocides and mass murders that took place globally after the 
Holocaust (from Darfur, Rwanda, Guatemala, and Indonesia to Serbia and 
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Bosnia, to name but a few), provokes new interactions and consequently 
new questions. Between the cinema’s ability to reinvent itself and the sur-
vivor’s fight for life, is the missing picture that of the perpetrator?

Perpetrator Cinema: Confronting Genocide in Cambodian Documen-
tary discusses what I call the new perpetrator era and perpetrator cin-
ema in this corpus coming out of Southeast Asia, which has not been 
researched as yet, and the posttraumatic social practices and ideologies 
that the films represent in the aftermath of the genocidal catastrophe. 
Striving to undermine the current dominant trend in cinema trauma 
research by focusing on the underdeveloped topic of the figure of the per-
petrator involves exploring diverse forms of working through societal 
trauma. Though existing studies contribute to the ongoing endeavor to 
“locate” the traumatic memory (to use Halbawchs’s classic terminology), 
the suggested focalization attempts to expose various conceptions of the 
societal processes and cinematic strategies for coping with them. In other 

FIGURE P.1 The Khmer Rouge in Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture. Courtesy of Rithy 
Panh.
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words, by attempting to expand the “testimony model” established dur-
ing the 1990s, the book examines how the figure of the perpetrator acquires 
signification through cinematic- cultural interpretation, and how the film 
text serves as a site of contestations between social and political agents 
seeking to promote, challenge, or erase certain meanings, messages, or 
ideas from public circulation. The missing picture, I finally suggest, is not 
of the perpetrator, but of the survivor- perpetrator encounter. These excep-
tional interactions become the heart of the new docu- ethics suggested by 
this book.


