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The glories past of the Cambodian cinema, with international 
well known filmmakers like the former King Sihanouk, seems 
to be well and truly over. The current breakdown of the 
Cambodian cinema industry shows an alarming circle and 
reflects a desolate situation. In this book the author Kirstin 
Wille examines the existing framework conditions and figures 
out the reasons for this situation. In doing so a model is 
developed that contains general key factors for the success of 
motion pictures and interrelations among these factors. Due 
to country specific demands, she conducted a survey among 
cinemagoers to figure out the key components and gives 
advices which framework conditions must be changed 
generally and what kind of movies should be produced in 
order to build up a prosperous film industry.

Kirstin Wille, born in 1985 in Chemnitz, studied Media 
management at the University of Applied Science in Mittwei-
da. During her studies she did many short films and worked 
in several film production companies in the production 
department. After her four month internship at the Royal 
University of Phnom Penh in the Media Department she got a 
scholarship from the German Academic Exchange service and 
wrote her Diploma Thesis about Film production in Cambodia.
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Vorwort 

 
Mit diesen Ihnen vorliegenden dritten Band der Schriftenreihe der Thüringisch-
Kambodschanischen Gesellschaft e. V. (TKG) „Film production in Cambodia“ von Kirs-
tin Wille schaut die TKG mit einem weinenden und einem lachenden Auge in die Zu-
kunft. Setzt dieser Band doch so etwas wie den Schlusspunkt hinter eine fünf Jahre 
andauernde Projektzeit, wo es Ziel der TKG war, die sich seit Anfang der 1990er Jah-
ren stark veränderte kambodschanische Medienlandschaft zu erforschen. Das wei-
nende Auge trauert ein wenig, da eine kleine Epoche zu Ende geht, die uns über die 
Jahre sehr vertraut geworden ist, das lachende Auge freut sich, da im Ergebnis all die-
se Forschungsbemühungen zu mehreren Veröffentlichungen führten, die den For-
schungsstand der Internationalen Kommunikationsforschung erweitern. 

Neben der Diplomabschlussarbeit von Kirstin Wille entstanden unter dem Betreuer, 
Herrn Prof. Dr. Otto Altendorfer an der Fachhochschule Mittweida insgesamt vier stu-
dentische Abschlussarbeiten, die aus den verschiedensten Gesichtspunkten einen 
Blick auf Kambodschas Medien richten. Zu nennen seien hier: 

1. Jana Franke (2005): Newspaper Marketing in Cambodia’s Changing Environment. 
An Examination of the Phnom Penh Post. 

2. Christoph Waskow (2005): Entstehung und Aufbau des kambodschanischen Pri-
vatfernsehsenders CTN (Cambodian Television Network) unter Berücksichtigung 
der Produktion einer kambodschanischen Version des TV-Formats „Pop Idol“. 

3. Jörg Hartmann (2007): Das Mediensystem des Landes Kambodscha unter der Be-
trachtung der theoretischen Etablierung einer Produktionsfirma für eine landes-
sprachige Fernsehserie. 

4. Kirstin Wille (2008): Film production in Cambodia. Conditions and structure of the 
Cambodian film production market – demand and supply in consideration of film 
genre 

Die Thüringisch-Kambodschanische Gesellschaft e. V. leistet nicht nur mit ihren drei 
Bänden der Schriftenreihe ihren Anteil, nein, vielmehr gelang es ebenfalls mit zwei 
Publikationen das Projekt „Medien und Demokratisierung in Kambodscha“ erfolgreich 
zu beenden. Einerseits mit der gleichnamigen, in der Schriftenreihe von Prof. Dr. Kai 
Hafez (Universität Erfurt) erschienen Dissertationsveröffentlichung von Martin Ritter, 
aber auch andererseits mit dem Sonderband der Vierteljahresschrift „ASIEN“ der 
Deutschen Gesellschaft für Asienkunde (DGA) vom April 2008, wo 15 Studierende 
der Universität Erfurt ihre kommunikationswissenschaftlichen Forschungsergebnisse, 
einer im Sommer 2007 stattfindenden Exkursion in das südostasiatische Land, publi-



 

zierten. Die Studierenden waren zeitgleich mit Kirstin Wille vor Ort, um das derzeit 
gerade beginnende Rote-Khmer-Tribunal aus Mediensicht zu untersuchen. 

Bleibt uns als Herausgeber Ihnen liebe Leser aufschlussreiche Stunden mit der Ih-
nen vorliegenden Analyse zu wünschen und somit zeitgleich für uns, symbolisch die-
ses Kapitel unserer Vereinsgeschichte zuzuschlagen, jedoch nicht ohne, einen klei-
nen Blick in die Zukunft zu wagen. 

Der sich bereits in der Planung befindende vierte Band unserer Schriftenreihe wirft 
seine Schatten bereits weit voraus. Zukünftig wird unser Augenmerk auf dem Gebiet 
der Umweltpolitik Kambodschas liegen, einem Feld, welches große Anstrengungen 
von den beteiligten Akteuren abverlangt. 

Noch im Frühjahr erscheint als Band 4: Cindy Völler (2009): Juteproduktion in Rohal 
Soueng – Ökologische und soziale Chancen.  

 

Erfurt im Februar 2009 

 

 

 Martin Ritter 
 Oda Riehmer 
Mathias Geßner Katrin Iost 

Vorsitzender Herausgeber der Schriftenreihe 
Thüringisch-Kambodschanische Gesellschaft  
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 Introduction 
 

”In Cambodia we do not have a film industry; we only have an 
entertainment industry.” (Rithy Panh)  

 
The current breakdown of the Cambodian cinema industry shows an 
alarming vicious circle: In fear of loosing money, Khmer filmmakers do not 
draw back from producing qualitative and money extensive movies. As a 
result of that, cinema owners do not have good movies to screen, audiences 
become frustrated and stay away. Due to this, the ticket incomes are 
shrinking and less money is made to make better films and at the end 
cinemas have to shut down. 

All in all this reflects a desolate situation – the film industry collapses. 
Cambodias market is not comparable to neighbouring countries like 
Thailand. But what are the reasons for this desolate situation? What must 
be changed in order to build up a prospering film industry? This thesis tries 
to find an answer to these questions. 

Cambodia has experienced many kinds of government since gaining 
independence from the French in 1954. The most well known is the Khmer 
Rouge regime. During this period books, money, private property, formal 
education and freedom of movement had been disestablished.  Links to the 
past were destroyed. Emerging from this era, Cambodia found itself in a 
fragile state.  One result of this trauma was that Cambodia’s historical 
record was either destroyed or spread throughout the world.  Books, films 
and artistic works created before the Khmer rouge took over power were 
often destroyed. 

This thesis makes a small contribution in order to reveal a part of the 
Cambodian history. By using documents from the National Archives of 
Cambodia and interviews with filmmakers and other working in the field of 
cinema in Phnom Penh, a historical overview about Cambodias film industry 
will be given. In chapter one, the development of the film industry is being 
traced from the French protectorate (1863-1953) to the subsequent political 
regimes of Sihanouk’s Sangkum Reastr Niyum (1955-1970), Lon Nol’s 
Khmer Republic (1970-1975), The ‘Democratic Kampuchea’ of the Khmer 
Rouge (1975-1979), the People’s Republic of Kampuchea(1979-1989), and 
the present situation of the constutional monarchy.  

In chapter two current issues, such as legal and social matters, film 
funding, state support and intervention as well as industrial assistance, will 
be discussed. Until now, only a few persons have faced up to this topic and 
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therefore this thesis had to draw on personal interviews with local 
producers, directors, organisers of festivals, representatives of the 
Ministries and other persons related to the field of cinema and film. 

Despite their immense and still growing economical importance and 
specific product characteristics, the marketing literature on success factors 
of motion pictures is rare. In chapter three a model is developed that 
contains several key factors for the success of motion pictures and 
interrelations among these factors. Due to country specific demands, a 
survey among cinemagoers was conducted to figure out the key 
components in order to build up a film industry. Therefore questions like 
“What kind of movies Cambodian want to see?”, “Why do people go to 
cinema?” and “What are the demanded topics and issues?” are answered. 

In this thesis the terms „movie/movies“ and „film/films“ reflect all 
formats of feature length productions, not exclusively referring to those 
shot on film stock but also on video. Cambodians commonly call movies 
made in the Horror Genre „ghost movie” or „ghost story”. The terms „ghost 
story” or „ghost movie” will be used to describe the Horror Genre. 
Furthermore, many of the Cambodian filmmakers refer to certain films as 
„folk stories” because of the unavailability of films it is impossible to define 
the exact genre Action, Romance, Horror or Historical Epic. Therefore all 
these genres are entitled „folk story” in this thesis. If not mentioned 
explicitly, this thesis exclusively treats movies for cinema. 

Recapitulatory this thesis follows two aims: First, to examine which 
framework conditions exist and give advices on changes that must be made 
in order to build up a prosperous film industry. Second, to present 
Cambodia as a shooting place to the outside world. Therefore general 
conditions are described and common questions of foreign filmmakers are 
answered. 
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4. Conclusion 

There is no easy solution how to build up a growing film industry in 
Cambodia. One step would be a stronger national-state policy. A lack 
thereof is often pivotal in setting the climate and conditions that enable 
films to get produced. A nation-state’s involvement in cinema can take the 
form of state investment (film subsidies, film foundations), state protection 
(for example, through quotas stipulating a required number of national 
productions, or through taxes on foreign imports, copyright law), industrial 
assistance (training institutes for actors and cinema schools), intervention 
(censorship boards, film rating), a national festival with prizes and 
inducements conferring prestige to filmmakers, or cooperation with another 
state. 

If the national-state policy would change, also the production companies 
have to fulfil the demands of the audience. The results of the surveys 
clearly indicate that success parameters in Cambodia depend strongly on 
the movie genre respectively on creative storylines. Due to the problems of 
everyday life, Cambodians want to be entertained, whether through 
comedies or superficial ghost stories with comedy elements. Self-escape 
and personal development rank second but are not less important as 
reasons for going to cinema. Therefore realistic historical movies, based on 
Cambodian culture and traditions, should fulfil the demand of educational 
movies. Movies should give answers to problems and do not come up with 
new ones. Other important product parameters are stars and actors who 
perform naturally.  

According to the target group, students and families with low incomes, 
the ticket and DVD price should not be higher than now. 

Not practised in Cambodia, but a growing practice within the film 
industry, is product placement. Therefore the partner’s products are shown 
in an appropriate context on screen as a means of offsetting production 
cost. Sometimes a company can make a lot of US$ without selling a ticket, 
video rental, or an actual item of merchandise. This could be a way to 
decrease production costs or increase revenues. Furthermore the desire to 
watch film is related to a whole range of other desires – for fashion, for the 
possession of icons or signs that are highly valued by one’s peers. One way 
such desires are satisfied is through the massive increase in merchandising. 
To attract cinemagoers in Cambodia, effective and affordable merchandising 
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articles could be caps, hats, posters, T-shirts, pens or even helmets. 
Additionally, toys, video games, jewellery or mouse pads could be another 
possibility but the higher costs would not be matched by higher revenues. 

It needs to be said that films are a special economic good and although 
success parameters are known, there is no 100 percent answer to what 
people all over the world definitely want to see in the cinema. 

The following checklist should give advice to Cambodian film producers. 
Therefore they should draw conclusions on marketing strageties in order to 
be successful: 

Product parameters 
 Stars  
 Cambodian actors who perform naturally  
 New and creative storylines and ideas of scriptwriter 

Genre 
 Comedy but also ghost stories including comedy 
 Historical movie 

Content 
 Realism  
 Connected to Cambodian culture and society 
 Movies should give answers to questions and not come up with new 

one (education) 

Marketing 
 Ticket price not too high (4000R) 
 DVD price not too high (US $ 1- 2) 
 Event character, buy four tickets get one free 
 TV advertisement campaign including merchandising products 

 
If all these facts would be considered, an understanding of a real film 
industry could develop in Cambodia or in other words, in the sense of Rithy 
Panh: the entertainment industry could be completed by a film industry. 
This would first attract a larger Khmer audience and second attract more 
foreign filmmakers to shoot in Cambodia. This causes international 
attendance and in the future it could even bring about coproductions. 
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