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The Traffic Circle
Svay Sareth

Svay Sareth’s practice has until now centred on the lasting effects of war. He is 
known for rigorous durational performances with large-scale objects - a cathartic 
practice which has allowed him to confront personal memories of life in refugee 
camps until the age of nineteen. Exhibiting such work has been secondary to his 
creation process, and most often comprises the object and a video document of his 
journey. While Svay retains the pairing of a large-scale object with document, in The 
Traffic Circle he does so in a new light. This marks a clear shift to the present tense, 
which, in his words “is also a dangerous time.”  

The Traffic Circle sculpture stands imposingly in the centre of the gallery. Four 
levels of worn, salvaged wood uphold a finely crafted wooden pyramid entangled 
with blue plastic industrial pipes. Opposite the sculpture hangs a large digital 
photograph, which acts as a kind of mirror: The Traffic Circle is pictured as a 
monument - superimposed to replace Phnom Penh’s landmark Independence 
Monument. (Coincidentally, Independence Monument is currently undergoing 
renovation).

The Independence Monument, inaugurated in 1960 to commemorate peaceful 
liberation from ninety years of French Protectorate rule, was designed by 
Corbusier-trained Cambodian architect Vann Molyvann under the advice and 
patronage of His Majesty former King Norodom Sihanouk who was then Head of 
State. The King proposed a design drawn from the past as a vision for the present: 
a lotus-shaped stupa adorned with protective nagas in the style seen at the great 
Khmer temple at Angkor Wat. Situated at the capitol’s central crossroads, the 
monument created a traffic circle. 

Svay’s monument mimics a pairing of past and present, however less idealistically. 
Its featureless base reconstructed from weak remains speaks to the past upon 
which the present structure rests. The Traffic Circle’s pyramided pinnacle snakes 
with pipes that reference today’s common local phrase used in response to an 
expressed wish: “Do you have a pipe?” is to ask for a connection to power. 

The Traffic Circle invites a curious circumnavigation. Its superimposed portrait 
hangs as a document of the precarious present, under an ominous sky in an 
uncertain glow.

About the Artist
Born in 1972 in Battambang, Cambodia, Svay Sareth was one of the small 
and historic group of children who studied art in the Site 2 refugee camps with 
Véronique Decrop. Together they went on to co-found Phare Ponleu Selpak, a 
private non-governmental organization and art school that continues to thrive 
today. In 2002, the artist continued his studies in France, and earned the Diplôme 
National Supérieur d’Études des Arts Plastiques / MFA in 2009, after which he 
returned to Siem Reap to live and work. Recent exhibitions include Performances 
(Institut Francais, 2012) and Tuesday (Hotel de la Paix, 2011).
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