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Cambodian street artists, Peap Tarr and Lisa Mam, have
recently stormed onto Thailand’s art scene with their
distinctive style.

Text Rebecca Vickers
Photos courtesy of Peap Tarr

Peap Tarr and Lisa Mam
Street Artists

Works of street art are inherently com-
municative in nature. For the painter, a work
is created and exhibited all within a single
gesture—statement made. As a viewer, the
images work their way into your neighbor-
hood without solicitation—statement
received. For Peap Tarr and Lisa Mam, two
Cambodian street artists currently working
to merge their work together and into the
urban landscape of Phnom Penh, the
medium of street art offers a means of
communicating with a community new, and
so far welcoming, to an urban art dialogue.

“The thing with graffiti and street art is
that it's not like where the artist just paints
and says this is my painting. With graffiti art
there is a lot more collaboration, it is only
natural. It is interactive with your environ-
ment. When | was in Cambodia | was mostly
painting by myself, and | didn't know anyone-
because there isn't much graffiti art there.
When | met Lisa it was like we connected,
our styles were similar because we have the
same cultural influence, with Lisa being from
Cambodia and me being half from Cambodia,
and using that Cambodian element, that is
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how we link. We have our own version, our
own take on it, mixing that with the Cambo-
dian style and creating a modern version.

This melding of Cambodian symbolism
into the young artists works may be the
element that bridges the gap for viewers
new to the art form and helps them place it
in a context they can converse with. “Most
of the people are positive about it, they do
like it, because it does include the Khmer
culture. In Cambodia they have a sculpture of
an apsara, which is a dancer from the Angkor
Wat period. Im creating my own version of
apsara.” explained Lisa.

“For me,” described Peap "I like to show
something that is powerful. In Cambodia and
Thailand there is the Naga, the five-headed
dragon that protects the Buddha. | think the
Naga represents power and stability on the
land, it is like a protector. If you come to
Cambodia you can see the Naga everywhere,
in statues, on the bridge, in the temple, etc.,
so it has a lot of meaning. At the same time,
while [ like to paint things symbolic of Cam-
bodia, some things | also just make up, | like
to do my own interpretations of things that
show power, it is like a release for me to
paint that.”

Peap and Lisa, who have also left their
mark on walls of an international nature,
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Peap in Hawaii, France, New Zealand and
Thailand and Lisa in France and Thailand
agreed that painting in Cambodia does have
its own distinctive nature. Lisa described
that, "Because in Cambodia it is so new,
people are really attracted to it, they come
around and watch you, but painting in Thai-
land and France, some people come to watch
but at the same time, graffiti has been
around... so most of the time people don't
pay as much attention. They might come
check out the finished product, but in Cam-
bodia, people might come and watch from
the start to the finish, because it is new,
graffiti in Cambodia is new, fresh.

"It is different,” Peap agreed. “In New
Zealand or Hawaii, or even France, people
will come up and say it's cool, but in Cambo-
dia both kids and adults will come up and
just ask a lot of questions. But, | gotta say,
there are also things that are much the same
everywhere in the world, | mean it's fun,
everybody can see it, it's not limited.” Work-
ing in a community so new to urban street
art, the duo is designated further responsibi-
lity to the art form. They are not only prac-
ticing painters, but also play an instrumental
role in establishing street art's reputation in
Cambodia and creating a foundation for a
wider community of painters to expand upon.
“Many people think that graffiti art is just
only what we do; that is graffiti art- black
and white. In Thailand, it has been around
and you even have people with problems
within the scene, competition. We want to
create the environment where there isn't
that kind of thing happening. | come from
the perspective that Cambodia has had so
many problems, Cambodians killing each
other, it's enough- that is it- we have to be
more unified. And I'm just happy that me and
Lisa could connect and do work like this.
Some people like it, some people are gonna
hate it, but in general me and Lisa have
always had positive feedback.

Peap and Lisa strive to find that place
within their work where a merging can occur
between not only their own unique painting
styles, but also references to Cambodia’s
history and imagery drawn from a more con-
temporary perspective. "It shows that you
can think differently, some people think our
work is not Cambodian, but some people can
see the cultural reference, and they can see
that it is being modernized, because you have
to keep the vision alive, but at the same time
you have to move forward. They can see it
with me to a certain extent, but when they
see Lisa doing it, who is from there, it can
start to open their mind. They can start to
see that there is a bigger world out there
and that revival will come back. In Cambodia
the history is so rich in culture, but Cambo-
dia has been through a lot of war, and a lot
of creative people were killed; the generation
now is just starting to come out of that.
Now it is a new style and a new beginning.”

Peap and Lisa are currently working on
new projects in Phnom Penh and have future
collaborations with Thai street artists in
Bangkok on deck. Further international expo-
sure is on their radar as well, but if given the
opportunity to paint a wall in any country of
their choosing, Lisa expressed a longing for a
smooth white wall somewhere on the beach
and Peap confirmed that they would choose
“Cambodia and Thailand, because there needs
to be more done. | mean | love to paint
anywhere, but right now | want to paint
more, bigger scales, and in Phnom Penh.” m

“Some people think our work is not Cambodian, but
some people can see the cultural reference, and they
can see that it is being modernized, because you have
to keep the vision alive, but at the same time you have

to move forward.”
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