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There is a moment in Kalo Pothi when the mountains seem to

know more than the people living beneath them.

Two boys move through a remote village in northern Nepal during
a fragile ceasefire in 2001. Their friendship crosses caste and
social lines. A missing black hen gives them a reason to travel, but
the journey slowly reveals something much larger: war has
entered childhood even when children do not have the language to

explain it.

Min Bahadur Bham does not push the point. He does not need to.
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The landscape is wide. The conversations are restrained. Violence

is often felt before it is seen. The silence around the boys carries

almost as much weight as the words they speak.

That restraint became one of Bham’s signatures—and one of the
reasons a filmmaker from Mugu would eventually take stories

from Nepal’s Himalayan margins to Venice, Berlin and Locarno.

His film Shambhala and its journey to Berlin offers a closer look at

that international reach.

A filmmaker formed far from Kathmandu

Bham was born in Mugu, in Nepal’s Karnali region, a place that
rarely occupied the centre of the country’s commercial cinema.
For decades, Nepali films were overwhelmingly imagined from

Kathmandu, even when their stories travelled elsewhere.
Bham'’s cinema moved in the opposite direction.

Rather than treating remote Nepal as scenery, he treated it as a
world with its own rhythms, memories and moral tensions. His
stories did not arrive in the Himalayas as visitors. They began

there.
That distinction matters.

In his work, mountains are not postcards. Villages are not exotic

backdrops. Poverty is not decoration. Conflict is not simply

historical context. These things shape how characters speak, wait,
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remember and survive.

In interviews, Bham has described his films as deeply connected to
childhood memory. He has said that the characters he creates
contain reflections of himself, even when their stories are
transformed for fiction. His interest in politics, Buddhist
philosophy and anthropology also became part of the way he

approached human behaviour and social structures.

For Bham, filmmaking was never just about recording events. It

was a way of examining why people behave as they do.

Before Kalo Pothi, there was a flute

His international path began before his first feature.

Bansulli—also known as The Flute—was presented at the Venice
Film Festival in 2012, becoming the first Nepali film to reach the

festival. It was a small film in scale, but the milestone mattered.

For Nepali cinema, international festival recognition had long felt
exceptional rather than structural. Eric Valli’s Caravan had
carried Dolpo to the Academy Awards years earlier, but a

sustainable independent-film ecosystem was still taking shape.

Bham belonged to a generation that began imagining Nepali
cinema not only as domestic entertainment, but as part of the

global language of art film.
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That ambition became unmistakable with Kalo Pothi.

The black hen that carried Nepal to
Venice

Released in 2015, Kalo Pothi follows Prakash and Kiran, two boys
in a village during a temporary ceasefire in Nepal’s Maoist
conflict. They are close friends despite the social structures
around them. When the hen they are raising disappears, their
search becomes a journey through a country where childhood and

war have become inseparable.
The premise is simple. The world around it is not.

Caste, poverty, armed conflict and family expectations are present
throughout the film, but Bham rarely turns them into speeches.
Instead, they appear through the limits placed on the boys: where
they can go, what they can own, how adults treat them and what

kinds of futures are available to them.

At the 2015 Venice International Film Critics’ Week, Kalo Pothi
won the FEDEORA award for Best Film.

For Bham, the achievement was significant. For Nepal, it was
evidence that a deeply local story could travel without being

rewritten for an international audience.
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The film did not make Mugu look universal by removing what

made it specific.

It became universal because it remained specific.

Children at the edge of history

Childhood returns repeatedly in Bham’s work because children

allow him to show history from below.

Governments describe conflict through dates, agreements and
casualties. Children experience it differently. They notice who
disappears from school. They overhear adults. They learn which
roads are dangerous. They understand fear before they

understand ideology.

Bham has spoken about memories of schoolmates joining the
Maoists and hearing stories of disappearances during the conflict.
Those experiences found their way into his filmmaking—not as

autobiography in a literal sense, but as emotional material.

That approach places him within a broader shift in Nepali cinema.
Directors such as Nabin Subba have also challenged the question
of whose Nepal appears on screen, moving attention away from a
single national image toward regional, ethnic and social

experiences that mainstream cinema often overlooked.

Bham’s answer has been quieter.
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He does not announce that he is filming the margins.

He simply places the camera there and refuses to look away.

Then came Shambhala

Nearly a decade after Kalo Pothi, Bham returned with a film that

was larger in scale but recognisably his.

Shambhala follows Pema, a woman living in a polyandrous
marriage in the Himalayan region. When suspicion falls on her
after her husband leaves for Lhasa, she begins a physical and

spiritual journey through an unforgiving landscape.

The production itself became part of the film’s mythology. The film
was shot at extreme Himalayan altitudes, reportedly between

roughly 4,200 and 6,000 metres.

In 2024, Shambhala entered the main Competition at the Berlin
International Film Festival, placing a Nepali-directed feature
inside one of world cinema’s most visible competitive
programmes. It later screened in Locarno’s Piazza Grande

programme.

The achievement was easy to describe in terms of national firsts.

But the more interesting continuity was artistic.

Bham had once filmed two boys walking through a landscape

shaped by war. Now he filmed a woman crossing a landscape
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shaped by suspicion, faith and self-discovery.
The scale changed.

The patience did not.

Silence as a cinematic language

“Silence” in Bham'’s films does not mean nothing is happening.
It often means too much is happening for dialogue to contain it.

A pause between characters can hold caste tension. A mountain
can make human conflict look temporary. A long journey can turn
a social accusation into an internal reckoning. A child’s face can

carry a history the child cannot yet articulate.

Bham has described filmmaking as a form of meditation. That idea

helps explain his visual language.

His films often ask the viewer to remain with an image longer than
commercial storytelling usually allows. They resist the pressure to
explain every emotion. Instead of cutting quickly toward the next

piece of information, they allow uncertainty to stay in the frame.
That can make the films feel demanding.

It is also what gives them their power.
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The viewer is not simply told what the character feels. The viewer

has to sit beside the character long enough to begin feeling it.

Nepal without the postcard

International cinema has often used Nepal as an image before

using it as a society.

The country has been photographed as mystical, mountainous,
spiritual and remote. Kathmandu has appeared as an exotic
threshold. Everest has become a global symbol. The Himalayas

have served countless foreign stories.

Nepal Digest’s own film archive reflects how often outsiders have
projected their ideas onto the country—from Little Buddha to films
that turned Kathmandu into a backdrop for adventure, spirituality

or escape.

Bham'’s films work differently because the landscape is not there

to impress an outsider.
It belongs to the characters.

Mountains can be beautiful and restrictive at the same time.
Distance can protect a community and isolate it. Tradition can
create belonging while also creating pressure. Spiritual life can

offer meaning without erasing material hardship.
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That complexity is what prevents his cinema from becoming

tourism.

From film to politics

In October 2026, Bham's public story took an unexpected turn.

He entered the Nepali Congress’s internal contest for joint general
secretary, moving from a career spent examining society through

cinema toward a direct role in party politics.

In a recent interview, Bham argued that many of the problems
artists document eventually encounter the limits of storytelling.
Films can reveal inequality, exclusion and political failure, but

policy determines what changes afterward.

It is a significant shift, and one that may complicate how

audiences read his future work.

A filmmaker can observe power from outside. A politician

eventually has to exercise it.

Whether Bham'’s political chapter becomes central to his public
life remains unknown. But the move is not entirely disconnected
from his cinema. His films have always been concerned with
structures larger than their individual characters: caste, war,
gender, geography, authority and the distance between people at

the centre and people at the edge.

10/12



Politics makes those structures explicit.

What Min Bahadur Bham changed

Bham did not invent independent Nepali cinema, and he is not

alone in expanding its international reach.
But his career helped prove something important.

A Nepali filmmaker did not need to flatten Nepal into a single
national story to reach international audiences. A film could stay
in Mugu. It could move slowly. It could use unfamiliar cultural
practices without stopping to translate every detail. It could trust

a viewer to watch rather than simply consume.

That idea has become increasingly important as Nepali cinema
searches for identities beyond commercial formulas and foreign

expectations.

Recognition at Venice or Berlin matters. But festival selection is

only the visible part of the change.
The deeper change is permission.

Permission for a filmmaker from a remote district to believe that

the details of his own world are large enough for cinema.

The sound that remains

Return to those boys in Kalo Pothi.
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They move across a landscape larger than they are, looking for
something small while history closes in around them. They do not
deliver speeches about caste or civil war. They do not know they

are carrying the burden of a national story.
They are simply children trying to recover a hen.

That is where Min Bahadur Bham’s cinema has always been
strongest: not when it raises its voice, but when it gives ordinary

lives enough space to be heard.

He made silence speak without ever asking it to shout.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/min-bahadur-bham-filmmaker-silence-speak/
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