
Phnom Penh / 

BY JAMIE FULLERTON

PHOTOGRAPHY ANTOINE RAAB

phoenix

040-048_Feature Phnom Penh.DL.MS.AK.PZ.indd   40 13/1/18   10:55 AM



41

t was just past sunset in the riverside town 
of Kampot, a three-hour drive from Phnom 
Penh, and on a small outdoor stage, an 
elderly man in sunglasses had his audience 
in the palm of his hand. Also in his hand 

was an enormous guitar-like instrument with a sword 
protruding from its neck.

Master Kong Nay, known as “the Ray Charles of 
Cambodia” due to both his blindness and his blinding 
musical skills, played his two-stringed chapei dong veng and 
blasted out clucky vocals in the leafy garden of the Lotus 
Pond Villa.

The audience – expats, curious locals and English-
speaking Cambodian schoolkids bussed in from the capital 
– were lucky to see him. Festival organiser Julien Poulson 
told the crowd that the musician almost met the same fate 
as many of his peers during the brutal 1975-1979 reign of 
the Khmer Rouge, when millions of civilians were killed. 
Kong Nay was tied up and marked for execution, only to be 
freed when Vietnamese troops arrived to topple his captors 
before they could swing the axe.

The musician was one of the biggest draws at the 
third annual Kampot Readers & Writers Festival back in 
November last year. 

While modest compared to similar ones in the region, the 
festival is an important indicator that the arts in Cambodia 
have emerged from the long shadow of genocide. Touching 
on everything from traditional dance and music to hard-
edged spoken word poetry to even back-to-basics Khmer 
cuisine, Cambodian artists today are energising one of 
Southeast Asia’s most dynamic creative landscapes. These 
are some of the heavy-hitters to watch.
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MASTER KONG NAY 

IS KNOWN AS THE 

“RAY CHARLES OF 

CAMBODIA”
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About 90% of 

Cambodia’s artists 

lost their lives 

during the brutal 

Khmer Rouge 

regime. Slowly but 

surely, though, 

a new wave of 

writers, musicians 

and chefs is 

breathing life back 

into the country’s 

arts scene

040-048_Feature Phnom Penh.DL.MS.AK.PZ.indd   41 13/1/18   10:56 AM



42

Phnom Penh / 

Under the Khmer Rouge’s campaign of 
mass extermination, Cambodia’s 
traditional art forms came close to 
extinction. But nearly two decades later, 
the newly founded Cambodian Living Arts 
(CLA) began work to rehabilitate these art 
forms and ensure their long-term survival.

The artist and activist behind CLA is Arn 
Chorn-Pond. Born in 1966, Arn Chorn-Pond 
was 11 when he was forced into a child 
labour camp by the Khmer Rouge, and later 
into becoming a child soldier. He avoided 
execution largely because his talent for 
playing the fl ute pleased his guards. Having 
survived the ordeal, with his story told by 
US author Patricia McCormick in the 2012 
book Never Fall Down, his life is now 
rather diff erent. 

The CLA has created symphonic shows 
such as A Requiem for Cambodia: 
Bangsokol, which has toured in Australia 
and the US, and will be showing in Paris in 
May. Most nights in Phnom Penh’s National 
Museum, a charming showcase of young 
CLA dancers’ talents takes place on stage. 
Before each performance, Arn Chorn-Pond 
talks about the importance of CLA’s work 
to the audience, via video message. 

Running the organisation has been 
important for his own mental health, too. “I 
still have nightmares: the Khmer Rouge 
come after me, shooting,” he says. “But now 
good dreams come, too. I run to the 
children, playing music and singing. My 
dream is for young people to have their 
own dreams, running wild with no guns in 
their hands.”

ARN CHORN-POND

cambodianlivingarts.org

THE ACTIVIST 

ARN CHORN-POND

“I still have nightmares. But 
now, the good dreams 

come, too”
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Two of the most forward-thinking writers 
at the Kampot festival were the joint 
winners of the event’s inaugural young 
writers’ contest: Theanchhay Bun and 
Seavling Lim, both from Phnom Penh.

Entrants could submit stories in either 
Khmer or English (both writers chose the 
latter), with the winners published on the 
festival’s website. It’s not exactly the Booker 
Prize, but the winners say it provided them 
with a rare public creative outlet.

Eighteen-year-old Lim wrote a short story 
about a future in which people are rendered 
anonymous by wearing masks, inspired by 

dystopian works such as Charlie Brooker’s 
TV show Black Mirror. Bun, who is 21, 
wrote a bleak tale about a cyclo driver 
dealing with family tragedy.

With public school dropout rates in the 
country high and English not widely spoken, 
Lim and Bun, who were privately educated, 
acknowledge that they are part of a small 
percentage of people in Cambodia able to 
access foreign literature. “The only 
translations to Khmer are for things like 
Harry Potter,” says Lim, “And they’re rough 
translations.”

She adds that she fi nds it hard to fi nd 

peers who share her interest in reading, so 
the Kampot festival was a welcome outlet. 

But Bun is hopeful that literature will get 
embedded more deeply in Cambodian 
society, and says that events such as the 
Kampot festival and Siem Reap’s new 
Khmer Literary Festival are positive steps. 

“We’re raised in a culture in which TV, 
information, everything is controlled,” Bun 
explains. “For a young person wanting to 
say something about how the world is 
problematic, it can be hard. I’ve never 
seen anything similar to these events 
in Cambodia.” 

THEANCHHAY BUN 
SEAVLING LIM

kampotwritersfestival.org

THE EMERGING WRITERS
THEANCHHAY BUN AND SEAVLING LIM 

THREE GREAT PHNOM PENH LITERARY SPOTS 

HUN SEN LIBRARY

64 Street 200; fb.com/hunsenlibrupp

Part of the Royal University of Phnom Penh, this 
fascinating little place was designed by the late 
Vann Molyvann: the godfather of the New Khmer 

Architecture movement.

D’S BOOKS

Street 240 and 178; dsbookscambodia.com

Cosy and stuffed to the ceiling with secondhand 
books from a huge span of genres, D’s is a prime 

spot for literary exploration. They also serve 
drinks and have seats for sipping and reading.

NATIONAL LIBRARY

Street 92

The Khmer Rouge destroyed most of the books 
in the National Library of Cambodia, but today 

it houses a healthy collection of English and 
French tomes.
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Shortly after the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979, 
Sophiline Cheam Shapiro, who was forced out of 
the city at the age of eight, enrolled in the Phnom 
Penh School of Fine Arts. Learning classical dance 
from the masters who survived the genocide, she 
found peace after the chaos.

“My hair had lice and I was malnourished,” she 
says. “But the movement, the spirituality, the 
beauty… when I danced I felt graceful, not 
desperate. It gave me pride about being a 
Cambodian woman.”

She has gone on to become the artistic director 
of a hugely respected dance organisation, Khmer 
Arts, headquartered in Takhmao province, which 
has raised the profi le of Khmer dance forms both 
at home and abroad. Shapiro’s original adaptation 
of Shakespeare’s Othello, Samritechak, in 2000, 
was received enthusiastically in her home 
country, then abroad, helping her become a 
world-renowned choreographer.

Like most Cambodians, Shapiro lost family 
members to the Khmer Rouge, and for her version 

of Othello she made the main character ask for 
punishment rather than forgiveness for killing the 
Desdemona character. This was her way of 
working out her frustration about former Khmer 
Rouge soldiers escaping punishment. 

“It doesn’t bring my dad and brothers back,” she 
says. “But if you go in the wrong direction, then 
reverse it and go the right way – that’s courage.”

Khmer Arts also has an annex in an area known 
as Cambodia Town in Long Beach, California, 
which provides Khmer dance education and 
performances for both the Cambodian 
diaspora and American audiences alike.

Shapiro’s next project is likely to be more 
upbeat: she wants to create a pop music-
based musical about the pre-Khmer Rouge 
era Cambodian singer Pou Vannary. It would 
be a big departure from her usual work, which 
typically features traditional Cambodian songs. 
“Pop is so diff erent to other types of music,” she 
says. “But history and culture – it’s what makes 
you what you are.” 

SOPHILINE CHEAM 
SHAPIRO

khmerarts.org

THE CHOREOGRAPHER
SOPHILINE CHEAM SHAPIRO

“When I danced, 
I felt graceful, 
not desperate. 

It gave me pride 
about being 

a Cambodian 
woman ”
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Spoken word poetry and the Cambodian 
capital might seem like an unlikely 
combination, but Kosal Khiev is proving 
otherwise. Having been deported from the 
US after serving 14 years in jail, Khiev 
arrived in Phnom Penh in 2011 and 
stumbled onto the stage.

Khiev was born in 1980 in a Thai refugee 
camp after his Cambodian parents fl ed the 
Khmer Rouge, and his family moved to the 
US when he was a year old. He discovered 
poetry during an 18-month stint in solitary 
confi nement in a Californian jail, having 
been convicted for attempted murder while 
he was a member of LA’s Tiny Rascal Gang, 
largely comprised of Cambodian refugees.

Later, in the capital city of his homeland, 
he found his voice. When hanging out with 
other Cambodian deportees at Nerd Night, 
an anything-goes, expat-led open mic arts 
night, he decided to get up and try out the 
poems he had written in the hole. It was a 
move that would end up defi ning his career. 

Works performed in Phnom Penh such as 
“Why I Write” address the dark history of 
Cambodia and gained him a reputation as a 
gifted performer and writer. In 2012 he 
was chosen to represent the country at the 
London 2012 Cultural Olympiad. Now he 
earns a living plying the international 
literary festivals circuit.

Khiev’s pre-jail literary loves were John 
Steinback and Edgar Allen Poe. His love of 
rapper Tupac Shakur, though, led him to 
spoken word poetry when he ended up in 
prison. His cell, where he spent 23 hours a 
day, consisted of a concrete bed and a 
stainless-steel toilet. “But you’re allowed a 
pencil. I just wrote and wrote,” he says.

KOSAL KHIEV

fb.com/kosal.kiev; spokenkosal.com

THE POET
KOSAL KHIEV

“In 2012 he was chosen 
to represent the country 

at the London 2012 
Cultural Olympiad”
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Hong Kong Airlines flies to Phnom 
Penh daily. For more information, 
visit hongkongairlines.com

Cambodian cuisine has long been in the shadow 
of neighbours Vietnam and Thailand. But that’s 
starting to change. 

In Phnom Penh, many restaurants such as the 
popular Friends, are reviving local cooking 
culture and providing work for people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Siem Reap has also 
become a hotbed of culinary revival, with a focus 
on street food.

In Kampot, though, the kitchen at Kampot 
Arts & Music Association (KAMA) serves its 
curries alongside a heavy dose of creativity. The 
restaurant-cum-arts centre is the spiritual home 
of the Kampot Readers & Writers Festival and 
hosts poetry showcases and fi lm screenings. 
Depictions of arts fi gures such as Arn Chorn-
Pond and Kong Nay are daubed on the walls.

For KAMA’s chef, 33-year-old Kek Soon, it was 
snail curry that kicked off  her culinary journey. 
“I was about 10 years old – I remember cooking it 
for my sisters and brother,” she says. “We lived 
next to a market so I asked around – people said I 
needed coconut milk, chilli and to soak the snails 

in rice water to get rid of dirt. It tasted great!”
Kek Soon opened the restaurant section of 

KAMA three years ago – after years of hard 
work and self-education. As a child she 
dropped out of school to look after her siblings 
while her mother worked away from home, 
farming seaweed. Kek Soon also worked, 
washing fi shing boats, but absorbed local 
recipes. She later became a domestic worker in 
Malaysia, poring over recipes in her spare time. 
Returning to Kampot armed with knowledge of 
both Khmer and international cooking styles, 
she worked in restaurants and researched 
cooking in Siem Reap, before fi nally opening the 
kitchen at KAMA. 

Kek Soon says she was keen to get involved 
with the festival because few Cambodians from 
backgrounds similar to hers get the chance to 
develop great reading and writing skills.

“I want the next generation to understand 
what reading, art and music is,” she says. 
“Maybe over the next 20 years or so it’ll change 
– we try the best we can.”  

THE CHEF 

KEK SOON

KEK SOON

keksoon.com
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