
178

Abstract

This article will discuss the issue of ‘female narrative’ ( 女性表 述 ) in the production of Tibetan docu-
mentaries on the basis of the author’s experience in the Tibetan areas of the upper reaches of the Yalong 
River ( 雅 砻 江 ) over the past twenty years. As a fe-
male director, the author attempts to incorporate in a 
sociological sense the female perspective into the pro-
cess of documentary production. The female narrative 
in the creation of documentary resides in three aspects: 
first, the female identity makes it easier for the author/
director to activate the local ‘feminine network’ when 
she tries to get to know and understand the people 
whom she is going to film; second, the author presents 
characters through emotional narratives, such as in her 
representative works Tibetan Dream ( 二十岁的夏天 ) 
and Dolma Tsring ( 藏医的 故事 ); third, the question 
of the continuation of local culture is discussed from 
the perspectives of female characters and family nar-
ratives, revealing both in depth and scope the ways of 
traditional cultural inheritance.
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In Tibet, women unquestionably play an important role in daily life. But few Tibetan documentaries are 
produced from the perspectives of women. In this paper, ‘female perspective’ refers to the presentation of 
Tibetan stories from the perspective of the female gender in the sociological sense. As an addition to the 
existent substantial amount of research from gender perspective, and of gender narrative, in the academic 
world, I, on the basis of my own experience as a director, will explore the pivotal role of ‘female gender’ 
in collecting resources, presenting stories, and communicating the culture in the production process of Ti-
betan documentaries. I believe that my living experience will provide special and valuable supplements to 
gender studies.

Entering Tibetan Areas: Opportunities and Ways For a Female Director

Filming Location: The Tibetan Area in the Upper Reaches of the Yalong River in Western Sichuan

I am most familiar with Tibet in the upper reaches of the Yalong River in western Sichuan. Here I pro-
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duced the short documentaries Return to Derge（ 回 到 德 格）,  Yadi Rainbow（ 丫 氐 的 虹）, Being a 
Temporary Worker for Thirty-seven Years ( 三十七年的临时工 ), and two feature-length documentaries, 
Tibetan Dream ( 二十岁的夏天 ) and Karma the Monk ( 嘎玛 ). My latest feature documentary, Dolma 
Tsering（藏医的故事）, was also filmed here, and is currently in post-production.     

This part of Tibet is a traditional nomadic community where the barter economy is still in existence. Ashu 
( 阿须 ), the filming location of Tibetan Dream, for instance, was the transportation and business center 
along the Yalong River a hundred years ago. Tibetan people from other places came and gathered here to 
trade goods, and gradually it became the location of Tibetan villages with the tradition of trade and busi-
ness. The Ashu people planted Cordyceps and Fritillaria on high mountains for economic purposes, and 
traded cattle, sheep, ghee, and fur out of daily necessity. In the past thirty to forty years, Ashu as a trans-
portation centre has been in decline because of the construction of the highway from Manigango ( 马尼干
戈 ) to Shiqu ( 石渠 ) county, and now it mainly serves as the location of the town and district administra-
tion offices. I came to Ashu Prairie in 1999 on the eve of its urbanization and started to record its trans-
formation from small villages into a big town by taking a large number of pictures of religious ceremonies 
and the daily life of local people. 

Rangu ( 山谷里 ) Town, situated in the valley by the Yalong River and 100 kilometres away from the Ashu 
Prairie, is the filming location of Dolma Tsering, on which I have been working for nine years. There were 
only five or six residential buildings in addition to the town government office, the school, and the wooden 
clinic of the old doctor when I went there for the first time in 2005; there were no roads and no running 
water or electricity at that time. Now, the wooden clinic has been replaced by a two-story concrete hospi-
tal and the town has a total of more than one hundred households. 
    
‘Children’s Friends’: The Social Network of Female Directors

As an independent film director, I tend to construct my social network by means of building personal con-
nections. Unlike other directors who are affiliated to official organizations, I am accepted by local Tibet-
ans as an independent individual, an inoffensive and kind woman. The ‘individual’ is in a disadvantaged 
and marginal position in relation to an organization, as the woman is in relation to man. So the Tibetan 
people see me and treat me differently from other directors of official and institutional backgrounds.

In fact, I unwittingly initiated a local social network with feminine features rather than a masculine and 
powerful one. It is a network consisting solely of people at the margins of the social structure.

For example, in the process of filming Tibetan Dream in Ashu Prairie, I was warmly accepted by many 
local Tibetan families by becoming a ‘childrens’ friend’ and maintained a very friendly relationship with 
them in the following twenty years. The first time I went to Ashu was in August 1999, when the annual 
horse racing festival was being held. Children quickly felt an attachment to me and each of them invited 
me to visit their family tents. Over the following ten years, from 1999 to 2009, we often wrote letters and 
called each other, and I frequently revisited Ashu Prairie, bringing my friends there photos and gifts. I 
developed permanent friendships with several families and knew everything about their life, such as their 
family members, income, social connections, and properties. I came to understand the local traditions and 
customs by communicating with these families. 
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I chose three people from Ashu Prairie as the main characters in Tibetan Dream. I got to know Karma 
Lama ( 喇嘛嘎玛 ) when he was a young boy, and we have been close all through the years. Dorjee ( 多
吉 ) is a Thangka ( 唐卡 ) painter who feels attached to me, and whom I communicate with and am most 
concerned about. The two of them inspired me to make a documentary of the growth of children on the 
prairie. I also made efforts to find a girl to be filmed in the documentary in order to present an encom-
passing story of female and male adolescence: their confusion and choices in their twenties. I found a girl 
perfectly matching the theme. Her name is Jonga ( 觉安 ) and she is a graduating Tibetan medical student.  

The three characters grew up in front of my camera and under my watch. Through the portrayal of the 

Still from Tibetan Dream: mum kissing Karma

Still from Tibetan Dream: three young people seeing their childhood photos for the first time
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camera, I saw how life is shaped over time. It takes great patience to go through the filming process be-
cause characters and stories should be placed within a timeline that allows them to develop naturally into 
what they will become. 

When I was studying in college I felt most sympathetic with the idea that one’s work is a reflection of one-
self. In my work there are more scenes of daily life than intensive and exciting ones. Routine is a condition 
of life that everyone undergoes, and thus it is ubiquitous and universally appealing. After watching my 
documentary, many Tibetan friends said they did not feel that it was made by an outsider of their commu-
nity. I think the advantage of the female perspective lies in the attention to the routine, the details, and the 
everydayness of individual existence. The significance of ‘routine’ and ‘the everyday’ has been repeatedly 
mentioned in the discussions of breaking the ‘grand narrative’ since the late twentieth century, while on 
the basis of my own experience, I think the so-called ‘little narrative’ is a portrayal of routine. It is an en-
during and tenacious power, through which people see themselves as opposed to the heroic and dramatic 
‘others’.

Emotional Narratives: The Vicissitudes of the Bases of Life

All my documentary films present stories of people, and people are in possession of two basic features: 
reason and emotion. On the one hand, human beings have a tendency to behave with reason, while at the 
same time they are unavoidably under the influence of emotion. In recent years, there has been an ‘emo-
tional turn’ in anthropological and sociological studies, which indicates that ‘emotions’ are not ‘irrational’, 
but worth serious exploration. The problem of emotions should not be ignored any more in the academic 
field, because ‘emotions’ and their expressions are important characteristics that distinguish human beings 
from machines and animals.

In documentary films, emotional narratives are presented in two ways: the narrative lens to express emo-
tions and the portrayal of characters with emotional narratives. 

Expression of Emotions Through the Narrative Lens 

One scene in Tibetan Dream is my favourite: on the morning of the Tibetan New Year Lama Karma was 
home from the Buddhist academy. He sat on the bed by the window: as usual his mom went up to kiss him 
on the forehead, but after that she gently pressed her own forehead against her son’s, to make a salutation 
to him. 

This act is full of Tibetan cultural connotation. First, the mother, out of maternal instinct, loves her only 
child Karma, and gave him a mother’s kiss. Second, bowing down and pressing her own forehead against 
her son’s is a conventional ritual that Meadow, as a devoted Buddhist, practised to pay reverence to Lama 
Karma, her son. Her salutation to Karma her son and Lama Karma embodied both maternal love and 
religious love. Also, this salutation, in addition to love, bears the feeling of sadness of a mother towards 
her departing son on the basis of the immediate situation. I captured the transient scene at the moment 
out of my photographer’s instinct, without being able to focus. But the unfocused lens did not reduce the 
empathy and forcefulness of the scene. The natural silhouette of the mother and the son in the backlight 
was like a gentle aria, inadvertently revealing mother and son’s deep emotions towards each other, their 
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shared religion, and their changing life. The reason that I did not miss such a beautiful scene is due to my 
sensitivity to their behavior and emotions. I highlighted this scene in editing to strengthen the influence 
of Karma’s identity as a Buddhist monk on his mother and family, revealing Karma’s relationship with his 
family from the perspective of the emotional connections between people.

The Emotional Narrative of Characters

I have been filming Dolma Tsering (still in post-production) for nine years. In 2012, its abridged version, 
Being a Temporary Worker for Thirty-seven Years, was shown on the internet. 

On the night when I first arrived in the clinic of the old Tibetan doctor Dolma Tsering ( 占玛次仁 ), a staff 
member of the nursing home next door came to ask him for an urgent case. A lonely old woman was suf-
fering acute pain from severe liver ascites and was about to die. Holding a flash light, the old doctor and 
I immediately walked to the woman’s bedside. After giving her a shot of pain killer, the doctor gently put 
his hand on her forehead for ten seconds. I know that in Tibetan areas only a living Buddha could be en-
trusted with such a duty of comforting a dying person. Dr. Dolma practised in this valley for more than 
thirty years; he treated an average of 120 patients every day, and was seen as a living Buddha in the local 
and nearby areas because of his superb medical skills and legendary life experience. Putting his hand on 
the forehead of the dying woman was not an ordinary gesture of a doctor to his patient, but a highly emo-
tional one expressing strong religious belief, high personal esteem, and hospice care.

How to tell the story of this dedicated and highly esteemed folk doctor in the film? I focused on Dr. Dol-
ma’s inner world and his emotional connection with the local people. First, I observed the doctor’s hobbies 
and habits: he likes to collect local maps and is an expert of maps of different times in spite of the fact that 
he does not know Chinese characters; and, more importantly, he himself is a living map of the distribution 
of herbs and plants in the local valley. He is a spontaneous and enthusiastic learner, and gradually became 

Still from Dolma Tsering: Tibetan doctor Dolma seeing the patients
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a master of Tibetan medicine. He is a convincing case of the fact that ‘folk doctors’, different from stu-
dents trained in standardized medical schools, are mostly self-taught, and their achievements are deter-
mined by individual behavioural modes and personalities. Second, Dolma Tsering is always able to sort 
out local disputes that are unsolvable both for the mayor and the party secretary of the town. This proves 
that in folk society, prestige and power are not necessarily endowed by official titles, but by professional 
achievements. Third, being a female director, I was more able to talk with the doctor about his ‘private 
life’ without causing offence. For example, I asked him in front of the camera why he didn’t get married, 
whether he had a girlfriend, etc. By exploring his personal life, I presented a real and multifaceted Tibetan 
doctor Dolma Tsering, as he is.  

The Presence of Women: The Chain of Cultural Inheritance

My new film, The King and the Prince ( 国王与王子 ) (during the post-production), is about a grandmother 
and grandson in a traditional family in Lhasa. Beyond the daily life of the two main characters, the film 
presents two main topics: memories of the deceased grandfather shared by the grandma and other family 
members; and the grandson’s inheritance of the grandfather’s career, namely, his determination and efforts 
in learning Tibetan opera.

From a general perspective, local cultural inheritance, represented by Tibetan opera, is mainly the inheri-
tance through men within the family (or the extended family): grandfather-father-children-grandchildren. 
I accidentally ‘discovered’ stories between grandmother and grandfather, and between grandmother and 
grandson. These stories are told from the grandma’s perspective, which at the same time raises the ques-
tion of what role women play in the inheritance of Tibetan opera. It is a question that has been totally ig-
nored in the tradition of Tibetan opera.

First, the film restores the daily life of grandpa, a Tibetan opera performer, through the narration of grand-

Still from The King and the Prince: gramma feeding wild pigeons together with her grandson
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ma. The deceased grandfather, a Tibetan opera performer, was a real and emotional human being in daily 
life. He was able to have a bunch of ghee flowers enshrined in his family’s Buddhist hall one year before 
his death. In most cases, ghee flowers will not last for more than a year, because they melt when the tem-
perature goes up. However, the ghee flowers made by grandfather have been worshipped for eleven years 
and they were incorporated into the film. Each day in the past eleven years, grandmother covers the win-
dow with a curtain before the sun shines onto them. Grandma proudly told a story of grandfather making 
ghee flowers back at the beginning of 1980s: he was chosen to make the ghee flowers consecrated to the 
Shakyamuni statue on the first Tibetan New Year after the Jokhang Temple ( 大昭寺 ) reopened. It was a 
great honour and a high recognition of grandfather’s superb skill in making ghee flowers. I asked the pho-
tographer to film the ghee flowers with micro-zoom and place them at the beginning of the documentary: 
ghee flowers are not only a symbol of traditional Tibetan culture, but also a reflection of grandma’s love 
and her memories of grandpa.  I think female directors are more likely to create such a scene of feminine 
appeal, from a feminine perspective. In my documentary I show grandma’s everyday life: stray cats on 
the balcony and three pairs of wild pigeons on the back window; she feeds wild pigeons together with her 
grandson. Through these trivial but delicate and emotional scenes I intend to show how she embraces the 
memory of her deceased husband in daily life.  

By looking at the Tibetan opera from the point of view of its archetype in the local society, we see how 
the story is told and come to know that performers are not trained professionals but local residents who 
perform for religious and ritual purposes. Tibetan opera is not a ‘specialized art’ of a highly differentiated 
society, but a type of cultural activity integrated with religious belief, literature, art, and life.

Second, grandma is not merely a Tibetan opera audience member, but also a great supporter of grandpa 
the performer, and of the passing on of opera. Grandma’s contribution to this cultural inheritance is man-
ifested in her reflections on the past. Back when grandpa and a few friends took the initiative to recon-
struct the temple, it was grandma who cooked and brought them meals every day. Here, women are like 
the ‘underside’ of history, which is usually invisible, but I make this ‘underside’ visible through documen-
tary.   Most importantly, as a result of his grandma’s tutelage, the grandson, born the second year after his 
grandfather’s death, was able to follow in his grandfather’s footsteps. Grandma told grandson everything 
about his grandfather and showed him around the temple that was reconstructed by grandpa and his fel-
lows. It was through grandma’s everyday words and actions that the grandson’s interest was aroused, and 
local opera was passed from generation to generation. 

Third, in my film I entrust grandma with the right to narrate and judge history by making her the narrator. 
Grandma is a temporal bridge, connecting past, present, and future. Her presence summons the emotional 
and spiritual values of the family represented by the absent grandfather. Grandma’s presence completes 
the structural network on which cultural inheritance depends—demonstrating the important function that 
women play both in the family and in society. 

To conclude, my experience has made me aware of the importance of the ‘female perspective’ and ‘fe-
male narration’ in documentary production. I do not intend to use gender narrative as a ‘gimmick’ or an 
‘eye-catching point’ in the film.  Instead, through the perspective of a feminine narrative, I intend to pres-
ent local stories that have been ignored in the past, restoring a human world that has not been fully recog-
nized. 


