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What has led the artist to steal from the crying trees, infant and elder, up to 500 at
a time, multiple times? To pour the fresh white tears over his body and set about
walking the rational cash crop lines?

French Indochina privatized the Khmer monarchy’s land 130 years ago, in 1884.
Soon after, rubber seeds arrived, imported from Brazil. And soon after that, the
French imported an economic equation that began the physical, conceptual and
spiritual transformation of Cambodia’s nature into exploitable land. Cambodia’s first
land concession was established in 1922 for a rubber plantation, which, until 1975,
was the largest in the world.

The Khmer language transliterates the French transliteration of an indigenous
South American word for rubber: caoutchouc. Referred to as the ‘crying tree’, its
latex tears drop after the tapping incision. Perhaps the most biting reference for
the word rubber is as it applies to today's intensification of the colonial concession
project in Cambodia’s northeastern indigenous forests: scraping away, erasing.

There are more than 20 different highland indigenous groups in Cambodia who
have distinctly different cultures, languages and histories than those of the lowland
Khmer peoples. Rattanikiri is Cambodia’s most northeastern highland province, and
shares borders with Laos and Vietnam. Threatened by multiple colonialisms, many
communities in this area have been able to resist the effects of state-formations
that have developed over the last century in Cambodia. However, the economic
powers of today seem the strongest threat to their time immemorial culture, which
follows an elaborate subsistence cycle of planting, transplanting, harvesting, and
regeneration, in which local forest spirits and ancestor spirits play a critical role.

Like Khvay Samnang's earlier Newspaper Man (2011), his single-channel video
and photographic series Rubber Man documents an embodied, abstract resistance
to a particular circumstance of the other. Continuous with his previous works
Untitled (2010, 2013) and Air (2011), Khvay again narrates a rhythm of poignant
performances at numerous contentious sites, however this time in an agitated,
dream-like sequence.

Inspired in part by the burial practices in sculpture at Tampoun cemetaries in Veun
Sai district, Khvay hand-carved rubber-wood sculptures of threatened animals and
life-threatening machines: Chainsaw, Cow, Bear, Excavator, Elephant, Mulcher,
Rhinoceros, Steamroller, Lion, Bulldozer, Crocodile, Loading Truck, Tiger-Monkey,
Hauling Truck, Deer.

This unlikely community rests atop a transplanted patch of famously red Rattanikiri
soil. Together, without forest on this small reservation, this burial ground, they seem
to be in a kind of incommunicable last stand. While the machines are finally stalled
and silent, the animals seem to retain power. Their hidden wooden genitals were
shaped roughly as weapons. Their mouths were carved open. They are hungry, now
and for the next generation. And they might also be uttering fuck you.
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Rubber Man
by Khvay Samnang

22 May - 12 July 2014

About the Artist

Khvay Samnang (b. 1982, Svay Rieng) engages with concepts of mediation,
change and continuity. He offers new interpretations of history, longstanding
cultural practices, and contentious current affairs. Khvay holds a BA in Painting
(Royal University of Fine Arts, Phnom Penh, 2006). He is a founding member of
the artist collective Stiev Selapak and the spaces Sa Sa Art Projects (2010) and

SA SA BASSAC (2011). Select 2013 exhibition include If the World Changed,

4th Singapore Biennale, Singapore, Everyday Life, 4th Asian Art Biennial, Taiwan,
Phnom Penh: Rescue Archaeology, ifa, Berlin and Stuttgart. Khvay is in residence at
Kiinstlerhaus Bethanian, Berlin, 2014-2015.
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