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The World Through Fresh Eyes

Reflections on the San Francisco-Kathmandu Artist-in-Residence Program

Months after I returned from Nepal, I
happened to look out my window to see a
turtle dove with ruffled feathers sitting on a
thin bare branch in the drizzling rain. In that
brief moment I saw my emotional landscape
being somehow reflected. Maybe I miss
waking up to a symphony of birds, or maybe I
was not prepared for the open beauty of a
country teeming with life and death. Maybe
I'm more confused than when I left.

Before I left for the first San Francisco-Kathmandu
Artist-in-Residence Program last fall, which was
sponsored by Film Arts Foundation and Nepal's
Academy of Audio-Visual Arts and Sciences
(AAVAS), I received lots of advice from friends and
acquaintances.

“You should watch Everest.”

“What's that Scorcese movie, or that one with
Brad Pitt?”

“Read Into Thin Air!"

“AlLT know zbout Kathmandu is that song—
by Beb Seger, right?” (This one was invariably
followed by weak attempts at singing, “I'm going
to K-K-Kathmandu.”)

“You have to go trekking.”

“Wow, all you have to do is strap a camera to
your head and you've got a movie!”

In late September, with Super-8mm cameras,
projector, viewer, splicey, film and photochemistry
in hand, I stepped off the plane into the humid
monsoon air of Kathmandu, I was greeted by my
host, Carina Frantz, an American who has been
conducting her Ph.D. dissertation research among
the video and filmmaking community of Nepal for
the past four years. On our drive away from the
airport, I realized there was one thing I had for-
gotten to prepare for: the air pollution.

T quickly settled into a room that Carina had
found for me. In my attempts to adapt to the air
in Kathmandu, I gave up the idea of biking and
chose to take a taxi during the day and walk after
sundown. Because Kathmandu's street names and
directions change often, I learned to rely on vi-
sual cues, as well as numerous hand-drawn maps
and notes hastily written on random pieces of pa-
per. I learned how to get to the general store,
learned which vendors gave me a fair price for pro-
duce, learned how to treat water for drinking and
prepare food for smooth digestion, and most im-

Jortant cf all, Ilearned how to cook by candlelight.

The Artist-in-Residence Program had been
conceived by Carina Frantz and Deependra Gauchan,
the director and founder of AAVAS. Their idea was
to invite a visiting filmmaker who would intro-
duce Nepali filmmakers to the wider range of styles
employed by independents abroad. (See accompa-
nying story, page 36.) The program would
emphasize the twin goals of cultural exchange and
hands-on film production, and would provide an

by Anita Chang

intellectual and educational oppertunity for ad-
vanced media praducers in Nepal. The invited artist
was responsible for teaching an eight-week semi-
nar in her area of expertise; producing her own
work; and showcasing the works of other Bay Area
makers.

Carina’s extensive knowledge of media arts
was & critical asset in preparing me to teach the
eight-week workshop. A few days after my arrival,
we attended the South Asian Documentary Film
Festival, started five years ago by the Himal Asso-
ciation. The four-day festival showcased 52 works,
most of which were from India. Only two Nepali
films were shown, one of which was Barka Naach
by Deependra Gauchan. Barka Naach is a decumen-
tary, commissioned by two Canadians to preserve
the Dangaura Tharu rendition of the epic Hindu
poem The Mahabharata,

One student was bewildered
by the pulsating shapes and
colors in fims by silt.

He then became the only
class participant to bury
his hand-processed film
in the ground.

In the aftermath of the film festival, I got a
sense of the kinds of documentary works that are
being produced in the region, met a few makers,
and recruited moere participants for the workshop
that I had proposed to teach, “Alternative Ap-
proaches to Documentary Filmmaking.”

The class, as expected, was comprised mostly
of Nepali men: three in their early twenties—a
trekking guide, a high school dropout looking for
something new to do and a film student who acted
as my teaching assistant—plus a photographer, two
media professionals from Nepal Television (NTV)

and two AAVAS staffers. There was also one Nepali
woman, Vidhea Shrestha, with a very nontradi-
tional background (she had lived briefly in Seattle),
a female Dutch journalist and a Japanese woman
photographer. The other students were an Ameri-
can guitarist, an Israeli saxophone player and two
German tourists who were hoping to meet the Dalai
Lama in India. The interests of the participants
varied. Some wanted to expand their style and
cinematic language for the production of docu-
mentaries. Some wanted to try a new artistic
medium. Bikash Palikhey, the young trekking
guide, said that for him, taking the class was “an
experiment.”

Because hand-processing has enabled me to
engage more intimately with my own documen-
tary work, providing me with the aesthetic and
intellectual space for self-reflection, I began the
workshop with exercises in Super-8 hand-process-
ing. This also gave the students an opportunity to
work with celluloid, a new experience for many of
them, since most documentaries in Nepal are made
with video.

I organized screenings in such a way as to
examine the documentary form’s potential and limi-
tations in conveying information and providing
some sense of truth and reality. As examples, I
showed works by several Bay Area filmmakers that
highlighted different points on the documentary
spectrum, from the ethereal to the more concrete.
The Bay Area makers showcased were Alfonse
Alvarez, Dominic Angerame, Susan Brunig, Elien
Bruno, Gibbs Chapman, Al Hernandez, Etang
Inyang, Jay Rosenblatt, Ken Paul Rosenthal, silt,
Valerie Soe, Greta Snider and Trinh T. Minh-ha. I
devised exercises to encourage the class to think
about how these very different filmmakers gather
information in order to translate and interpret it
visually and aurally.

Most of the class participants said that the
Bay Area films were very different from those they

(continued on next page}

Anita Chang (back oW, center) with participants in her
Alternative Appmaches tai Documenta
Filmmaking classin Kathx*andu Nepa




Kathmandu, continued from page 35

were accustomed to seeing. Noam Inbar’s mantra
initially was, “I don’t think much of them [the
films].” This gave way to, “I don't understand
what's this?" Eventually, the 43-year old expatri-
ate from Israel became the hand-processing
enthusiast of the class. Siddhartha Shakya, a
former NTV executive, was the first to express his
bewilderment at the pulsating shapes and colors
in films by the collective silt. He then became the
only class participant to bury his hand-processed
film in the grourd (a technique practiced by silt
and others). At our farewell party on the school's
roof, he projected his freshly un-earthed film
through smoke onto his tee-shirted back amid
“Ochs™ and “Azhs.”

Qur class met 15 hours a week. A typical day
began at 8 a.m. with hot milk tea, while we waited
for stragglers. Then there was a lecture, followed
by films, discussion, lots of laughter, and then
figuring out how to distribute our extremely lim-
ited equipment. AAVAS is barely in its second year
of existence, and Deependra Gauchan is still try-
ing to convince funders of the importance of
underwriting new media approaches.

In his tireless devotion to AAVAS, Deependra
was constantly busy raising funds, while produc-
ing his own development agency-sponsored
documentaries in order to keep the academy afloat.
Yet he still found time to maintain an ongoing
rapport with the students. During the third week
of the class, Bikash, having quit his trekking job
and depleted his savings, told us he would have
to leave the workshop for a new trekking job.
Deependra felt this would be a big loss of talent,
so he spoke to Bikash in private and convinced
him to stay. Of course, we all applauded when we
heard the news.

Bikash said that Deependra had told him
there was always a price to pay for trying some-
thing different from the status quo and doing
something you believe in. Such opportunities are
few and far between, especially in Nepal.
Deependra had talked about the gamble he made
in starting the Acacdemy, but he said, “What else
could I have done?” The Academy was what he
believed in and what he felt was important in his
life.

Toward the end of the class, Bikash told me
that the workshop had inspired him to go into
filmmaking. It even had brought him closer to his
father, from whom he had been alienated. He re-
membered, as a boy living in eastern Nepal,
observing his father's enthusiasm for tinkering
with electronics and film equipment. They had
even watched Star Wars together on 16mm film!
When he told his father that he was taking this
class, Bikash said, his father unearthed videos that
he had made for Nepal Television, something
Bikash was completely unaware of.

With many of my own problems to contend
with, including limited resources, my equipment
breaking down, a subletting crisis back home and
a stubborn eye infection, what kept me sane was
the participants’ enthusiasm and their expression
of how transformative the experience was for them.
Sahaj Man Shrestha, with 15 years of film and

(continued on page 43)
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A Passage to Nepal

Developing the San Francisco-Kathmandu
Artist-in-Residence Program

by Carina Frantz

hen the western imagination encoun-
ters the Himalayan region, the result-
ing films tend to be absurdly grandiose:
dementia in the “death zone” of Everest, Tibetan
Buddhist esoterica, romznticized accounts of life’s
simplicity in remote villages. By contrast, when
local filmmalkers in Nepal make decumentaries,
they're absurdly mundane: irrigation ditches, for-
estry, chicken farms and toilet construction, with
the occasional sensationalist exposé on traffick-
ing in girls for prostitution. Is there nothing in
between? The need for 2 homegrown vision nei-
ther epic nor banal—and with an expanded sense
of artistic possibilities—led Deependra Gauchan
of Nepal's Academy of Audio-Visual Arts and Sdi-
ences (AAVAS) and myself to conceive the San
Francisco-Kathmandu Artist-in-Residence Pro-
gram. The first participant in the program, which
was launched in Fall 1999, was Bay Area film-
maker Anita Chang, whe describes her experiences
elsewhere in this issue (page 34).

Background
How and why particular filmmaking environments
develop is, of course, a matter of historical con-
text and constraints. At issue is who centrols pro-
duction, that is, who gets to make (in this case)
documentary films, what styles are legitimized
and, in general, how the social role of documen-
taries is understood. The answers to these ques-
tions set limitations on what kinds cf represen-
tations can and will emerge.

Filmmaking began in Nepal in the late 1960s,
a time when the newly reinstated monarchy was
eager to re-substantiate its authority across the
country. The Nepal Film Development Corporation,
a branch of the Ministry of Information, was es-
tablished primarily te produce feature films in
response to the flood of imported commercial
Hindi films that were draining audience rupees.
But the government also instituted a propaganda
unit designated for producing and exhibiting
newsreels and documentaries to promote the pub-
lic image of the king. In the absence of rural cin-
ema halls, this film unit was sent out to tour the
countryside armed only with a 16mm projector
and a bedsheet. Hung from a tree, the sheet pro-
vided a makeshift screen for open-field viewing
events, which attracted thousands of Nepalis.

On ancther front, Nepal's post-1950 relax-
ation of isolationist policies had made possible
the entry of international development agencies
and their money. Over the years, this large-scale
development industry, which extends into nearly
every aspect of Nepalese life, has made extensive
use of the audience-friendly qualities of visual
media, for education, for training and for in-house
project promoticn.

In 1985 a joint venture between His Majesty’s
Government and one of the develecpment agen-
cies, Worldview International Foundation, estab-

lished the national television station, NTV. At
present NTV is the only Nepalese network and the
only available local distribution outlet. It is within
the development industry and government tele-
vision that most of the training and practice of
documentary filmmakers has taken place in Nepal.
Most producers are male, urbanites, and come from
a background in journalism.

Propaganda, development, journalism. What
do these have in common? They are all fields that
base their authority on facts and an assumed ob-
jectivity. Not surprisingly, the overlapping of these
endeavors in Nepal has given rise to a simple docu-
mentary formula: information-driven content, a
voice of authority narrator, visuals which illus-
trate what is already made fact by the voiceover,
punctuating interview segments to personalize the
information. Shots are medium, interviews are
talking heads, the tone is sober. What is surpris-
ing is the extent to which this formula has pre-
cluded the consideration of other possibilities in
style, narrative device, voice, subject matter—or
the possibility that the form itself can carry its
own message. Within Nepal’s media community,
jobs are coveted, gatekeeping strategies abound,
and the generally conservative environment in-
vites the security of sanctioned formulas.

The Program

The Academy of Audio-Visual Arts and Sciences
was opened in the fall of 1998 by Deependra
Gauchan and Hem Bahadur Bista to meet a need
for quality audio-visual training that was created
by the declining capacities of Worldview Nepal
and NTV. Deependra Gauchan is a man of contra-
dictions. While he knows the documentary for-
mula and executes it to perfection, in private he
develops a screenplay full of magic realism and
autobiographical snippets, and he raves to me
about how vacuous it all is, how things need to
be stirred up! His great hope is for a younger gen-
eration whose style and filmic urges have not yet
been squelched by the correctness of development-
industry training.

As for me, a visual anthropology graduate
student and a volunteer at AAVAS, I was looking
for a pet project. If we wanted to stir things up, I
knew from my San Francisco State University film
school days that the Bay Area was the place to
turn to for help. Deependra had requested, “The
funkier and far out there the better,” so I con-
sulted with Mark Taylor, exhibition coordinator
at Film Arts Foundation, about enticing a Bay Area
filmmaker to come teach a class in Nepal. He sug-
gested an artist-in-residence format, and we were
On our way.

We recruited a very talented experimental
filmmaker and exceptional instructor, Anita
Chang, who brought with her a collection of films

{continued on page 43)



Kathmandu, continued from page 36

videomaking experience, said that this workshop
was what he had been waiting for. Lucia de Vries,
whose firal piece was a video letter to her parents
in Holland explaining why she preferred Shiva, the
dancing God, to her childhood God, wrote that the
workshop was a “gift from heaven,”

Because the class was a mix of beginners and
professionals, Nepalis and expatriates, the partici-
pants benefited from each other's different
perspectives and feedback. At the end of the work-
shop. they organized and curated a two-night film
festival at the Alliance Francaise in Kathmandu,
combining Bay Arvea works with their own com-
pleted films. In an opening statement to the
eclectic audience of Nepalis and expats, Manoj
Pradit, my hard-working teaching assistant, con-
fessed to being confused about experimental
documentaries. He said that he felt strongly, how-
ever, that it was important to keep making
experimental documentaries, and that by making
them, he would come to better understand the
essence of the documentary. Using portrait-style
shots of his father, plus family photos and footage
of animal sacrifices, Manoj had created a heartfelt
documentary about why his Brahmin father is up-
set that his son wants to be a filmmaker instead of
a doctor,

As for my own work, I decided to shoot in
16mm, even though the only 16mm facility avail-
able to me normally catered to feature-length films.
I had been befriended by a group of 13-year old
girls in my neighborhood, who, inspired by the
big, romantic Hindi musicals imported into Nepal
from India, had come up with the idea of doing an
all-girl musical. Reality soon hit them, however,
as they realized the repercussions of their singing
and dancing on film. “Good” girls just don’t do
that in Nepal. This realization lead to passionate
discussions of what it was like to be girls in Nepal
and, finally, to the girls’ expressing their desire to
make their ideas known. I began recording their
conversations about friendskip, love, their dreams
and their bold criticisms of marriage, religion and
the caste system.

Captivated by my friendship with these girls
and by the environment surrouncing me, I decided
to incorporate my own recent preoccupation with
the nature of human intimacy into this film. I be-
gan to think about the ways in which intimacy is
created and exhibited in the U.S. and in Nepal.
What does it mean that not many Nepali house-
holds have a telephone? Or that dead bodies are
burned in public? That one has to learn to move
about in darkness? More personally, why do I crave
an intimacy in the U.S. that [ find myself in awe of
and frightened of in Nepal, in Asia? I had come to
think that life is simpler in Nepal, there is less
istiaction, there are fewer choices. But in the
grd, don't we all crave the same things?
After I veturned to the U.S., I
received an e-mail from Bikash.
¢ He wiote that he had met

i e girl of his dreams

and was going back to his hometown to open a
shop. He alse said he was going to shoot an ex-
perimental film with his friends, using his father's
video camera, Some of the other workshop partici-
pants have partnered with AAVAS, which for me
reflects the same spirit of independent
mediamaking that fueled the creation of an orga-
nization like FAF. As Vidhea Shrestha wrote in her
evaluation, “Just when I thought I was becoming
too old to learn anything new, you have taught
me to look at the world through fresh eyes.”

Which is what the people I met in Kathmandu
have done for me, 2

Anita Chang has an MFA in Cinema from San Francisce
State University and teaches film and video production
in S.F. Her film credits include Imagining Place, Mommy,

What’s Wrong? and One Hundred Ecgs A Minute.

Passage to-Nepal, continued from page 36

that are often considered too far out, even in the
U.S. Nonetheless, our intent was not to produce a
band of experimental radicals; it was to demon-
strate that local filmmaking conventions were just
that, conventions, carrying authority only because
they are the dominant practice, not because they
are inherently better. That the documentary for-
mat can include intensely personal, humorous,
Impressionistic, non-linear or even camera-less
films—that documentaries czn challenge the au-
thority of the medium itself—had never been
considered by Nepalese filmmakers. By swinging
the students’ perceptions far to the other side, we
hoped to show the transparency of dominant modes
and to demonstrate that certain choices in form and
voice can be made to achieve different messages.
The same film does not have to be made over and
over and over. We also hoped to inspire a short-
format, independent working style, one that might
be affordable to a collective of filmmakers and
would diminish the necessity of taking develop-
ment commissions just to be able to make Hlms.

And did we tap a need? Wow! Anita’s article
illustrates the zeal with which class participants
reacted. The lingering aftereffects of this first at-
tempt to build bridges between two distant cul-
tures and two very different film practices are
still being felt in Kathmandu, O

Carina Frantz is @ PhD candidate in cultural anthropol-
ogy at the University of Michigan. She currentiy lives

in New York and is writing her dissertation
on the doecumentary video and film-
making community in
Nepal.

ATV satellite dish and a
temple roof dominate the skyline in
Bhaktapur, Nepal.
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