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Revival instinct

Young Cambodians are rediscovering their rock 'n’ roll roots
destroyed by the madness of Pol Pot, writes Hamish McKenzie

he sepia tone
photo shows a
young child,
wearing nothing
butanappyanda
slight scowl, sitting
onasmall wooden
seat. Her father
stands beside her,
wearing an army
uniform with flared trousers, a pistol
in a holster hung on his right hip.
Parked in the background, behind a
rabble of dust and vegetation, is a
Soviet T-54 tank. The child’s hand
rests on a transistor radio, its aerial
pointing straight up.

The girl in the photo would grow
up to be Srey Thy, one-time karaoke
singer and now the frontwoman for
the Cambodian Space Project, a
band that is leading a psychedelic
rock revival in Phnom Penh. As the
radio in the photo proves, rock 'n’
roll prevailed even in Srey Thy’s
embattled village in Cambodia’s
southern Prey Veng province.

Srey Thy was born into conflict.
As the daughter of a tank driver, she
would move around the battlefields
with her family as Cambodia’s civil
war dragged on even after dictator
Pol Pot had fled Phnom Penh. For
her, war was a normal part of life.

She has never owned a CD
player. When Cambodian Space
Project founder Julien Poulson
discovered her in a karaoke bar and
asked her to join the group, she
would listen to music on her
cellphone. She was enjoying a
tradition from before Pol Pot and his
genocidal regime, the Khmer Rouge,
came to power in 1975.

“There was a childlike innocence
to the Cambodia of the 1960s,” says

Poulson, an Australian guitarist who
first visited Cambodia on a
fellowship to study the country’s
music in 2007 and since decided to
stay on and form the band, which
will play in Hong Kong on Saturday,
March 5. “It was a very sweet,
innocent place, which adopted this
explosion of music from the West.”

Wealthy Cambodian teenagers
'were embracing music from the
“British Invasion” —led by The
Beatles and The Rolling Stones - that
swept the world. Less well-to-do
music lovers heard popular Western
tunes over the airwaves courtesy of
American troops stationed in
neighbouring Vietnam.

There was a swinging scene in
the capital, with singers Sinn
Sisamouth, Pan Ron and Ros
Sereysothea attaining star status
with their uniquely Cambodian
takes on Western hits. “That time
‘was Phnom Penh as the kind of Paris
of Indochina,” Poulson says.

However, all three are believed to
have been killed by the Khmer
Rouge, which wanted to destroy
culture and return the country toa
misconceived agrarian utopia.

“So that meant targeting
musicians, destroying all
instruments, destroying record
players —any evidence of the culture
that had gone before,” Poulson says.

Musicians, intellectuals, people with
light-coloured skin and, perversely,
anyone wearing glasses were
systematically killed.

“Everything changed quickly. As
you got to 1975, the lights were
ripped out. The heart and soul of
Cambodia were destroyed
overnight.” But Pol Pot failed to kill
culture. “Their music remains very

popular today,” Poulson says.
“You'll hear it come out of the CD
playcrs of tuk-tuks or from market
stalls. It dun[lng legacytoa
dlf[erent time.”

Now, 30 years after the Killing
Fields, the music is getting a second
lease of life. In October, the CSP
released their first single —a
reworking of the Pan Ron single I'm
Unsatisfied —at a Phnom Penh
launch party that attracted surviving
musicians from the 60s and 70s, as
well as Roy Sereysothea’s sister.

“For me, it was one of the more
joyful musical evenings of my life,”
says Sean Hocking, owner of
boutique indie label Metal Postcard,
which released the single. “If  had
been at the Buena Vista Social Club
reunion of musicians [in Cuba], T
would describe the eveningas the
Cambodian version of that.”

Despite being new on the scene,
the CSP has already enjoyed
measured success in Cambodia. The
eight-piece band, made up of expats
and locals - including a master
drummer called Bong Sak who was
once arice farmer and soldier—
plays three nights a week in the
country and has just finished a 20-
stop tour of Australia, which
included aslot at the highly
regarded Mona Foma Festival in
Tasmania. As well as clubs and bars
in Phnom Penh, they play regularly
atvillages, schools, orphanages —
and once, even, at an elephant’s
50th birthday party. But they’re not
alone in reawakening Cambodia’s
lostyears of rock 'n’ roll.

Filmmaker John Pirozzi is
putting the finishing touches to a
documentary about Cambodia’s
rock’ nn’ roll history. Called Don’t
Think I've Forgotten, it will
complement Pirozzi’s 2007 film
Sleepwalking Through the Mekong,
which followed US band Dengue
Fever on their tour of the country.
Dengue Fever is fronted by
Cambodian singer Chhom Nimol,
who the band discovered singing at

Cambodians enjoying
Western rock music
during the early 70s
(left); The Cambodian
Space Project (right, top)
Photos: Nathan Horton,
Bophana Centre

Srey Thy of The Cambodian Space
Project. Photo: James White

akaraoke bar in Long Beach,
California, home to the largest
Cambodian community outside of
the homeland. The band plays
Cambodian-inspired rock, and
Chhom Nimol sings most of the
songs in Khmer.

Pirozzi says there is a new-found
appreciation in Cambodia for the
music from the 60s and 70s. “Now
'you're getting a group of people who
are young adults who didn't directly
experience the Khmer Rouge,” says
Pirozzi. “They are curious about the
cultures past and they are
rediscovering it.

“When I started the film [in 2005],
it really wasn't like that, because the
younger people weren't as curious.
There was still a real cloud over
Cambodia about the past — it was

really the older
generation’s music.”
New York-based

Pirozzi interviewed more than 60
people, many of them musicians
from Cambodia and the US, for the
film. Throughout the process, he has
seen them develop a growing sense
of pride in the past.

“So much has happened to that
country and the culture that they
had almost forgotten it. It was
almost something in their past that
they now realise they can look back
on and have some pride in.”

Dengue Fever have also noticed
the change. “There is kind of a
youngscene happening there,” says
Senon Williams, the band’s bass
player.

“When we first went there in
2005, we didn’t meet any artists, we
didn’t meet any rock 'n’ roll
musicians, we didn’t see these coffee
houses and all this funky stuff. When
'we went back last year, it was like
this heavy-duty arts scene, where
the Westerners were mixing with the
Cambodians more. Because when
we first went there, it was completely
segregated.”

‘Williams and Pirozzi hope their
efforts will help people realise what
Cambodia was like before the
Khmer Rouge distorted its place in
history.

Says Pirozzi: “It's sucha
devastating thing that happened
there that I think it required this
amount of time for people to get
some distance from it to not just
focus solely on the horror of it, and
now people are able to also take in
other aspects of their culture.”

The upshot is that we are now
witnessing a musical event that can
appeal to hipsters, hippies and has-
beens alike - one that is new and
exciting, but retro and familiar at the
same time. This corner of Asia is
reopening a portal to a glorious but
fleeting musical past.

“Itreally is as far away from the
formal Western music industry as
you can get, says Poulson. “And [it’s]
lola].ly free of any concern about
‘what'’s fashionable or who's doing
what, or whether there’s a record
company or an agent going to look
at you. It feels like a frontier.”

Jnl n Punlson and Srey Thy play an
acoustic Cambodian Space Project
set at Metal Postcard’s “Half-Baked”
show, Saturday, March 5, 8pm,
HK$100 (adv), HK$125 (door), Saffron
on The Peak, Dairy Farm Building,
100 Peak Rd. Tickets from Saffron
outlets at Stanley, Repulse Bay, The
Peak. For details, call 2818 3233.

Dengue Fever’s new album,
Cannibal Courtship, is out now.

Backstage peek

at Oscars

Dawn Chmielewski

Think of it is as “Oscars After Dark.”
In the latest instance of the internet
enabling society’s voyeuristic
obsession with celebrities, viewers
of the 83rd Academy Awards
ceremony will for the first time get
the kind of access previously
reserved for tuxedoed and
bejewelled members of the
Hollywood elite.

‘The Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences and broadcast
network ABC are unhooking the
velvet rope on the Oscar.com
‘website - for a price - to provide live
video streams of usually hidden
aspects of Oscar night in Los Angeles
tomorrow night (Monday morning
Hong Kong time). They'll include
celebrities minglingin alobby bar,
hair and make-up artists applying a
final gloss to presenters before they
take the stage and award winners
gliding into the post-ceremony
celebration, the Governors Ball.

It’s an effort by the academy to
hold the attention of Americans, a
nation of dedicated multitaskers,
three-quarters of whom are either
online, yakking on phones or
sending text messages while
watching television, according to a
new Deloitte survey.

“We all know that more and
more people who are watching TV
are also engaging with some other
devices —whether a computer or an
iPad or a smartphone,” Ric
Robertson, the academy’s executive
administrator, says. “So, what can
we serve up to them to keep them
engaged with the telecast, to pmvlde
acomplementary experience?

‘This second-screen experience is
notjust an attempt to retain
‘'younger, more tech-savvy viewers.
It’s also an experiment by the
producers to see if they can wring
more money out of viewers by
getting them to pay a fee for more-
exclusive online content.

The academy and ABC will
charge US$4.99 for the “All Access”
[ealure, which pmvldes live feeds
from 28 n the

online

bathroom cams. We draw the line
somewhere,” he says.

An Oscar Backstage Pass
application for the Apple iPad,
iPhone and iPod Touch is also
available for 99 US cents.

“The Backstage Pass app is one of
the many ways that we are using
digital technology to redefine the
Oscar experience this year,” says
Albert Cheng, Disney/ABC
Television Group's executive vice-
president of digital media.

“We want to offer an experience
to viewers that allows them to feel
like they are there with their
favourite nominees and be able to
see the stars mingle at this
prestigious event.”

Robertson says the idea of the
Oscar webcams came from one of
the academy’s governors, Pixar
Animation Studios guru John
Lasseter. “He's been pushing us for
several years to really blow it out and

i ertson, executive
administrator of the academy

do something like this,” he says. “It
was to a large degree at his
instigation that we sort of did a
reboot, with tremendous support of
Albert Cheng,” he says, sounding a
bitlike an Oscar winner crediting
everyone for an award.

One technology analyst is
sceptical that people will pay for the
privilege of rubbernecking via the
internet.

Some “people would pay that for
abehind-the-scenes look at the
Victoria’s Secret fashion show, but
not the Oscars”, Forrester Research
analyst James McQuivey says.

“The idea of giving people a

red carpet, inside the Kodak The1lre
and backstage, as well as at the ball.
Asked whether Hollywood stars
would baulk at the webcam scrutiny,
Robertson says it’s no different from
the photographers who swarm the
event capturing candid moments.
“There aren’t going to be any

activity is the right
one, though. People want to look up
clips, see information, possibly even
vote on outcomes before they are
announced. But if the experience is
untested, it’s impossible to convince
people [they should] pay forit.”

The Oscar Backstage Pass app, available for Apple’s hand-held devices



Fronted by Khmer Starlette Srey Thy, The
Cambodian Space Project has taken the Kingdom
of Cambodia by storm. In just a short space in time,
CSP has toured in Europe, Asia, and most recently
Australia. The band is presently touring China for
the first time and has been invited to attend the South
By South West Festival in Austin Texas, as well as
other major European festivals later this year.

In Australia, the normally tight-lipped, arts
philanthropist David Walsh remarked “Cambodian
Space Project? they’re a personal high-light” - at
Mona Foma festival 2011. Indeed, Srey Channthy
and her cross-culture band has been turning heads

- from the rock clubs of Paris to the mountains of
Mondulkiri with performances that have her unique
Khmer vocals suspended above a psychedelic mix
of 60’s Cambodian rock songs and re-workings of
traditional songs from the rice fields of Cambodia.

Srey Thy grew up in war and poverty. Life hasn’t
been easy, she has worked all manner of hard jobs
but has always dreamed of becoming a professional

singer. For many years she worked the Karaoke
clubs of Phnom Penh.

In 2009, Thy’s luck changed, she met Autralian
music producer Julien Poulson who was in
Cambodia making a music documentary, on master
Kong Nay (Srey Channthy’s teacher). Poulson was
struck by Thy’s talent as a singer and performer after
hearing her rendition of Peggy Lee’s Johnny Guitar,
and asked her to join him in singing a few more
songs at a friends bar. One week later, the diminutive
diva arrived on the back of a moto, clinging to two
dog-eared song books of her favourites, carefully
hand written in Khmer script.

Thy sang her heart out for a small audience of mostly
Poulson’s musician friends and before the night was
over, The Cambodian Space Project was born and
already taking off. Today, The Cambodian Space Project
is touring the world and is set to release its debut album
through Metal Postcard Records based in Hong Kong.
The album titled 2011: A Space Oddyssey - is a cracker,
sure to be a hit with anyone into the pych-rock-surf
sounds captured on the CSP’s debut.



( jambodian Space Project blends *60s psych
rock, surf, and Cambodia’s own pop styles
into a far-out sound that totally justifies the

“space” part of their name. The international band,

composed of French, Australian, Cambodian, and

French-Cambodian musicians, is a favorite with fans

in Phnom Penh and is reaching ears outside of Cam-

bodia, playing gigs from Hong Kong to Australia and

a slated date with this year’s SXSW.

Cambodian Space Project Photo: facebook.com

But the septet’s psychedelic soirée is tinged with
some sadness. With Cambodian singer and songwrit-
er Srey Thy out in front, their style recalls 1960s and
”70s Cambodia, when music scenes and sophisticat-
ed nightlife flourished — before the Khmer Rouge
came and many of the nation’s beloved musicians
became its victims. Like US-based rockers Dengue
Fever, whose music is inspired by the Khmer-rock
tradition, Cambodian Space Project is helping to re-
vive the memory of early Cambodian rock and pop.
Sometimes the group takes a direct approach and
performs covers of lost classics such as “Love Like
Honey,” by Pan Ron. Their first single is a cover of
Ron’s hit “I’'m Unsatisfied.”

But Thy, who grew up loving vintage Cambodian
music, can provoke nostalgia with the sound of her
voice alone. Many people compare her favorably
with the legendary Ros Sereysothea.

Thy is the subject of a documentary currently in
production, and has a remarkable back story in her
own right. She escaped rural poverty, survived a
kidnapping and attempt at forcing her into a sex traf-
ficking ring, and lived through a really lousy gig as
a karaoke singer before meeting up with Australian
musician Julien Poulson and forming the band with
him. Things have improved since she’s become a
rock star and she is using her new status to speak out
against the trafficking of women.

Cambodian Space Project is preparing to release
their debut album. We understand the name trans-
lates to something like “The Moon’s Apsara Rides
The Cosmic Golden Swan-Goose.”

Dig it and watch the trailer for the documentary
about Srey Thy:
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Riding
awave
of pure
sound

Dene Mullen

HE cosmic surf rock of the

Cambodian Space Project has been

putting smiles on faces all over the

Kingdom for just over a year now
—and what a year it has been for the band.
Currently on tour in Australia, 7Days caught
up with guitarist Julien Poulsen just before
the band jetted off on their latest
international adventure.

The Cambodian Space Project formed on
Christmas Day 2009. How would you describe
the band’s first year?

Yeah, that's a memorable Christmas Day. We
played at La Croisette in the evening for a small
audience and during the day I'd come down
with an extreme case of food poisoning — very
ugly stuff. I was worried about playing in the
evening but a few mojitos did the trick and
playing with the CSP turned out to be the best
Christmas present I could have wished for.

‘What has been the highlight so far?

The highlights have been many. The first was
hearing Srey Thy'’s original song “Mondulkiri” at
our first recording session with Hugh Monroe
at the Bodhi Villa. Then there was our first trip
outside of Cambodia to Hong Kong, waiting to
hear whether or not Srey Thy’s second visa
application for France would be approved and
then meeting the band in Paris, The Confolens
World Music Festival in France, every village
we've played at in Cambodia, receiving an
invitation for the CSP to play at The South By
South West festival in Austin, Texas, hearing the
great mixes by Lindsay Gravina for our first
album and most recently jamming with the
Bunong musicians in Mondulkiri.

You've already enjoyed some international
successes. For anyone who doesn’t know, can
you explain what you have been up to overseas
in the last year?

It started with a self-funded venture to Hong
Kong, really just a weekend trip for the band
and a temporary departure for me. The trip
resulted in a record deal with Metal Postcard
who produced the bands first release, “I'm
Unsatisfied”, which is a song by Pan Ron,
pressed on a big chunk of vinyl. Next up was a
month-long tour of France, where we all met
up in Paris then spent six days performing at
Confolens Festival (the longest-running World
music festival in France). Later we hit the road
for a run of French rock'n’roll venues where we
had the thrill of playing our made-in-Cambodia
music to a really new audience.

Next up is a trip to Australia, what have you got
lined up over there?

We've been invited to perform at Mona Foma
Festival by Brian Ritchie, the bassist in Violent
Femmes, who is the curator of this eclectic
festival. It's exciting as it means we'll be playing
alongside a great selection of acts including
composer Philip Glass, the Jon Spencer Blues

2011 is set to be h

bodian Space Project.

hugely

Explosion, and Nick Cave’s Grinderman. For
Scott Bywater (CSP guitarist) and I, it means a
trip back to Tasmania, our home state, with our
Cambodian Space Project. In Australia, we're
also doing a run of dates in Sydney, Melbourne,
Hobart and then to Brisbane, Byron Bay, and
back down the east coast to Sydney. The tour
will coincide with the Australian launch of our
debut album and be a great way to introduce
the CSP to Australian audiences. I'm especially
looking forward to our single “Kangaroo Boy”
being presented to Australian radio.

2011 is shaping up to be a fantastic year
already, with appearances at some of the
world’s biggest and best festivals. Where will
you be playing and how excited is the band?
It’s certainly exciting but as a band based in
Cambodia and new to the industry, we must
figure out how to finance and get to the festivals
we're receiving invitations from. On the one
hand, it means CSP has the potential to reach

a bigger audience than any Cambodian arts
project and is a great opportunity to travel and
tell people about what's going on in Cambodia
and the Phnom Penh scene. On the other hand,

year for the C:

we have many things to organise just to do
such touring: Srey Thy has a large family and is
the sole provider for her parents, siblings and
child, and we need all the support we can get.
Nonetheless, 2011 is looking like a great year
and first up is our Australian tour. Then we go
to the USA for the South By South West festival
as well as other dates. Later in the year, we've
been offered the End of The Road Festival in
the UK as well as some other major European
festivals in UK, Serbia, Spain and France; it's
unbelievable, really.

You seem to have been very successful at
selling the band overseas. How have you gone
about this?

Our first trip to Hong Kong was based on the
invitation of a Hong Kong music promoter and
one thing has lead to another. The internet has
been great for us and working in Cambodia
means we're producing interesting recordings
and videos. I think we're also creating an
appealing story as we continue to travel and
perform around the Kingdom. With much of
this activity being posted online and with the
help of friends and friends of friends, we're

beginning to build some good contacts in the
countries we're planning to visit. In Cambodia
we've also been lucky enough to have a few
people passing through and catching the band
while on their holidays. These include Lindsay
Gravina, who is a hit record producer, seeing
the band at a village gig in Takeo, and more
recently Bjork's tour manager catching us at
Lotus Blanc restaurant.

Aside from your festival appearances, what
else can we expect from the band in 20112
There will be lots of new music released,
including our debut album The Moon’s Apsara
Rides the Cosmic Golden Swan-goose, as well
as a follow-up album recently recorded at
Cambodian Living Arts studio. There are also
some interesting musical collaborations, such
as our recent recordings with Kong Nay, the
chapei master, and a documentary film being
made by German filmmaker Marc Eberle is
set for international television release in late
2011. I really hope we can be back in
Cambodia for Khmer New Year and also
record with the Bunong musicians in
Mondulkiri again. &
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space Rock for Prey Veng

The Cambodian Space Project
completes another successful mission...

his time CSP’s mission

involved a road trip to
Srey Thy’s home village near
Svay Rieng. The CSP crammed
instruments, portable amps and
its personnel into a mini bus and
set coordinates to land in the rice
fields and play a live show for
stunned villagers. Local response
was terrific and mission control
is happy to report that the CSP
is now top of the wedding band
priority list in Prey Veng.

We are thrilled to tell you
that we were also able to
donate to the village a new
generator. This is thanks to
all who gave a donations
at our Metahouse Birthday
gig in Phnom Penh. Other
highlights included the
opportunity for Srey Thy
to perform to people of her
village while introducing
such a large group of
foreigners who at first

glance may really have resembled
a bus load of extraterrestrials.

In addition to creating such

an entertaining spectacle CSP
enjoyed the wonderful hospitality
from all in the village. The only
complaint was that the Space
Project just wasn’t loud enough!
Two motos were dispatched into
dark night and returned a short
time later with two giant PA
speakers; in the province

LOUD = GOOD.

For more pictures, video and
sound, take a moment to visit:
myspace.com/thecambodianspaceproject

BEFORE

AFTER
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MERCHANDISE: 7” VINYL + VARIOUS T-SHIRTS



Contact: Julien Poulson

Telephone: +855 077 303277 or +61 416 363 689
Email: thecambodianspaceproject@gmail.com
www.myspace.com/thecambodianspaceproject
www.soundcloud.com/cambodianspaceproject

Video Links

http://vimeo.com/15767012 Rock Cambodia! documentary
http://www.facebook.com/video/video.php?v=485892958209 Mondulkiri video clip
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=STrU2WcbZaY Hong Kong film clip by KM Lo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WqcrdRWORDw Broken Flower at Pure Pop Records
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8QWrLKqEWKO&feature=related CSP live at The Worker’s Club
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p8v9Ay7eCKY A Go Go
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hr_WijxpLUVw first show on the Mekong
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmePbk2IxmA&feature=related live in Dinan

- Show quoted text -

www.myspace.com/thecambodianspaceproject

7” maxi-single I'm Unsatisfied available on Metal Postcard www.metalpostcard.com



