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Min Bahadur Bham’s cinema begins from places that Nepali

film once treated as distant: high-altitude villages, difficult

mountain roads, Buddhist communities and social worlds

far from Kathmandu. In his work, these places are not

exotic scenery waiting for an outsider’s gaze. They are the

centre of the story. That decision carried Bham from Mugu

to Venice, Berlin and Locarno, and helped establish a new

international image of Nepali cinema—one capable of being

deeply local without becoming small.
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Bham belongs to a generation of filmmakers who entered cinema

after Nepal’s political and technological landscape had already

begun changing rapidly. Cheap digital production made

independent filmmaking more possible, while international co-

production networks opened routes beyond a domestic industry

with limited financing. Yet access alone does not explain his rise.

His films travelled because they combined cultural specificity with

emotional structures that audiences did not need a tourism

brochure to understand.

By 2026, Bham had become one of the most internationally

recognised Nepali filmmakers of his generation. His short film

Bansulli became the first Nepali film screened at the Venice Film

Festival, Kalo Pothi won a major prize at Venice Critics’ Week, and

Shambhala entered the main competition at the Berlin

International Film Festival before later screening on Locarno’s

Piazza Grande. In 2026, he returned to Berlin in a new role—as a

jury member for the festival’s main competition.

Born Far from the Film Industry

Bham was born in Mugu, one of Nepal’s most geographically

remote districts. Growing up in Karnali meant living at a

significant distance from the institutions that define mainstream

cultural production. Kathmandu contained the film studios,

distribution networks and professional circles; Mugu contained

landscapes and social worlds that cinema often represented only
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from outside.

That distance later became an advantage. Bham did not need to

invent a connection to mountain life after deciding to make

“Himalayan cinema.” The geography and social texture were part

of the world he knew.

His films therefore do not treat altitude as spectacle alone. A

remote settlement is not interesting because it is inaccessible. It is

interesting because geography changes what family, work,

marriage and survival mean.

An Unusual Academic Path

Bham’s education was broader than film school alone. His

background includes studies in political science, Buddhist

philosophy and visual anthropology, disciplines that help explain

the unusually layered structure of his cinema. Politics provides an

interest in power, Buddhism gives him a vocabulary for interior

transformation, and anthropology encourages attention to the way

culture shapes everyday behaviour.

This combination matters because his films rarely separate private

emotion from social context. A child’s friendship can be shaped by

civil conflict. A woman’s marriage can be influenced by religious

and regional tradition. A physical journey can simultaneously

become a spiritual one.
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The academic influences are visible without turning the films into

lectures. Ideas arrive through character and image rather than

explanation.

Bansulli: The First Breakthrough

Bham’s short film Bansulli—The Flute—became a landmark when

it screened at the Venice Film Festival in 2012, the first Nepali

film to do so. For a young filmmaker from a country with little

established international festival infrastructure, the selection was

a major breakthrough.

The achievement mattered beyond personal prestige. Festival

programmers, critics and funders now had evidence that a Nepali

filmmaker could produce work competitive within serious world-

cinema spaces. One successful selection makes the next

conversation easier.

Bham had entered a global network that would later become

essential to financing and distributing his features.

Why Festivals Matter to Small Film
Industries

In countries with large film markets, festivals can be one part of

an already developed commercial system. In Nepal, they can

function as infrastructure. They connect filmmakers to producers,

funding labs, distributors, sales agents and other directors
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working under similarly difficult conditions.

A festival selection can help a project that might struggle to find

domestic financing become legible to international partners.

Grants and co-production schemes can support films whose

artistic ambition exceeds the size of the home market.

Bham learned to work within this system early. The challenge was

using international resources without allowing the films to become

designed around what foreign festivals imagined Nepal should

look like.

Kalo Pothi

His debut feature Kalo Pothi, or The Black Hen, became the film

that confirmed Bansulli had not been an isolated success. Set

during Nepal’s civil conflict, it follows two boys in a remote village

whose friendship becomes entangled with the wider violence of

the era.

The plot begins with something deliberately small: a hen.

Childhood desire provides the emotional scale through which

political rupture becomes understandable.

This is one of Bham’s defining methods. Large events enter

through ordinary consequences rather than through speeches

about history.
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War Through a Child’s Eyes

Children are useful protagonists in political cinema because they

experience systems they do not fully understand. A child can see

soldiers, restrictions and fear without possessing the ideological

language adults use to explain them.

This gives Kalo Pothi emotional directness. The civil conflict is not

abstract; it changes where the boys can go, what adults are afraid

of and how fragile ordinary plans become.

The audience may understand more than the characters, creating

tension between innocence and history.

Winning at Venice

Kalo Pothi screened at Venice Critics’ Week in 2015 and won the

FEDEORA Best Film Award. Nepal later selected it as the

country’s submission for the Academy Awards’ international

category.

The recognition established Bham as one of the most significant

figures in Nepal’s emerging independent cinema. More

importantly, it showed that a film set in remote western Nepal

could circulate internationally without being remade into a

generic story.
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The local details were not obstacles to export. They were part of

what made the film distinctive.

The Logic of Specificity

International cinema often proves the same paradox: the more

specific a story becomes, the more widely its emotional structure

can travel. Audiences may not know Mugu, Nepali civil-war history

or local rituals, but they understand friendship, fear and loss.

Bham trusts viewers to enter unfamiliar social worlds without

excessive explanation. This confidence is crucial. A film weakened

by constant cultural translation stops feeling like lived experience.

The best world cinema does not simplify itself for an international

audience. It assumes that the audience is capable of learning how

to watch.

Jaalgedi and the Short-Form Continuation

Bham continued working across short and feature formats.

Jaalgedi received recognition from the Berlin International Film

Festival’s Generation section, adding another significant festival

relationship to his career.

Short films remain useful even after a director achieves feature

success. They allow experimentation without the financial weight

of a two-hour production and can test themes or visual approaches
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that later expand.

Bham’s career has never treated the short film merely as a student

exercise on the way to “real” cinema.

A Year of Cold

Another project, A Year of Cold, moved through international

development programmes including Locarno Open Doors. Projects

at this stage often exist for years before shooting, with financing

assembled across several countries.

This slow process is typical of independent cinema but almost

invisible to audiences. A finished film appears at a festival as if it

simply arrived, while behind it may sit five or ten years of

applications, script development, location research and failed

financing plans.

Bham’s career demonstrates how much patience international

filmmaking demands from directors working outside wealthy

industries.

Shambhala

Shambhala became Bham’s most ambitious film to date. Set in a

Himalayan polyandrous community, it follows Pema, a pregnant

woman whose husband disappears during a trading journey to

Lhasa. Suspicion around her pregnancy pushes her into a difficult
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journey accompanied by another husband, the monk Karma.

What begins as a search for a missing man gradually becomes a

spiritual and personal transformation. The physical journey

through high-altitude terrain mirrors an internal movement

toward freedom and self-understanding.

The film combines marriage, gender, community judgement,

Buddhist philosophy and landscape without reducing any one of

them to a simple message.

Filming at Extreme Altitude

Shambhala was shot at elevations reportedly ranging from roughly

4,200 to 6,000 metres. This is not simply a production anecdote.

Altitude changes the physical conditions under which every scene

can be made.

Equipment moves slowly, batteries behave differently in cold

temperatures and crew members need acclimatisation. Weather

can destroy schedules, while basic medical concerns become more

serious far from hospitals.

Bham chose these conditions because the landscape was not

replaceable. A studio or lower-altitude substitute would have

changed the relationship between the characters and the world

around them.

10 / 21



The Himalaya as a Character

In Bham’s cinema, mountains are active forces. Distance changes

how quickly news travels, how families organise themselves and

what choices are physically possible. Weather can become a social

fact.

This is especially visible in Shambhala. Pema’s movement through

the landscape is not a decorative montage between dramatic

scenes. The walking, exposure and isolation are part of the drama

itself.

The mountain environment strips away social structures gradually,

creating space for the protagonist’s transformation.

Polyandry Without Spectacle

The film’s polyandrous marriage attracted considerable

international attention because the practice is unfamiliar to many

viewers. Bham could easily have allowed the unusual social

structure to become the film’s main attraction.

Instead, polyandry functions as the social environment in which

the characters live. The film is ultimately less interested in asking

whether the marriage system is exotic than in asking how trust,

jealousy and female autonomy operate within it.
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This approach prevents culture from becoming spectacle and

keeps Pema’s emotional experience at the centre.

A Female Protagonist

Shambhala marked an important shift toward a woman’s interior

journey. Pema begins within a system in which her reputation is

shaped heavily by communal judgement and male absence. The

story gradually relocates authority inside her.

Bham’s treatment avoids turning empowerment into a slogan. The

character does not simply reject the village and become “modern.”

Her transformation develops through physical hardship, spiritual

reflection and the collapse of assumptions she once accepted.

The complexity gives the film more durability than a

straightforward emancipation narrative.

Berlin Main Competition

In 2024, Shambhala entered the main competition at the Berlin

International Film Festival, becoming the first Nepali film to

compete for the Golden Bear. The selection marked a historic

moment for the country’s cinema.

Reuters and international film media highlighted both the film’s

spiritual themes and the logistical achievement of producing it in

extreme Himalayan conditions. For Bham, Berlin represented the
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culmination of a festival relationship that had developed over

years.

Nepali cinema had moved from occasional side-section

appearances into one of the world’s most prestigious main

competitions.

Locarno’s Piazza Grande

The film later became the first Nepali film showcased on Locarno’s

Piazza Grande, one of the festival world’s most distinctive public

screening spaces. The transition from Berlin competition to a large

open-air audience demonstrated the film’s ability to function

beyond a specialist critical environment.

This matters because art cinema can become trapped within

professional festival networks. A film may be highly respected but

watched by relatively few people.

Public screenings help reconnect festival prestige with the

fundamental purpose of cinema: people sitting together and

watching.

Nepal’s Oscar Submission

Shambhala became Bham’s second film selected as Nepal’s

submission for the Academy Awards, following Kalo Pothi. An

Oscar submission does not guarantee nomination, but repeated
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selection demonstrates the position his work occupies within

Nepal’s international film strategy.

The recognition also reflects the limitations of that strategy. Nepal

produces many films annually, but relatively few are built with the

international distribution, subtitling, sales and campaign

infrastructure needed to compete seriously abroad.

Bham’s career shows how those systems can be assembled

through long-term relationships rather than last-minute awards

campaigns.

Co-Production as Survival

Shambhala involved production partners from several countries.

Such complex co-production arrangements can appear excessive

for a Nepali story, but they reflect economic reality. Ambitious

independent films often cost more than the domestic market can

recover.

International financing spreads risk and provides technical access,

but it can also create creative pressure. Every partner has

expectations, schedules and contractual needs.

The director’s task is to use global capital without allowing the

film’s cultural centre to move away from the place that generated

it.
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The Economics of Slow Cinema

Bham’s films ask audiences to watch patiently. They rely on

landscape, silence and gradual emotional development rather than

continuous plot acceleration. This style can struggle in commercial

theatrical environments where immediate entertainment is

rewarded.

Yet the same qualities create value internationally because

festivals often seek distinctive cinematic language rather than

formula. The economic model is therefore different from

mainstream Nepali cinema.

Success may be measured through festival sales, grants,

international distribution and long-term cultural prestige rather

than opening-week box office alone.

The Question of the Domestic Audience

International recognition creates a strange dilemma for

filmmakers from small countries. A director can become

celebrated abroad while remaining relatively niche at home. The

gap can produce suspicion that festival films are made for

foreigners rather than for local audiences.

Bham’s work complicates that accusation because the cultural

worlds are so specifically Nepali and Himalayan. The more useful

question is whether domestic distribution systems are capable of
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connecting challenging films with audiences interested in them.

Film culture requires more than production. It needs theatres,

critics, education and viewers willing to watch beyond familiar

genres.

New Wave Nepali Cinema

Bham is often described as part of Nepal’s new wave, alongside

filmmakers who moved away from conventional melodrama

toward social realism, regional storytelling and international co-

production. The label is useful but imperfect because the directors

involved have very different aesthetics.

What connects them is less a shared style than a refusal to treat

existing industry conventions as fixed. They are building

alternative routes to financing, actors, locations and audiences.

Bham’s route happens to be deeply tied to the festival system and

to stories from Nepal’s geographic margins.

Returning as a Berlinale Juror

In 2026, Bham was invited to serve on the jury for the Berlin

International Film Festival’s main competition. The appointment

completed an unusual arc: from a filmmaker seeking international

recognition to someone asked to evaluate the world’s leading

films.
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Jury service is not simply ceremonial. It reflects trust in a

filmmaker’s judgement and places him in conversation with major

international directors, actors and critics.

For Nepal’s film community, the symbolism is strong. A filmmaker

from Mugu is no longer only representing the country at global

festivals; he is participating in the institutions that decide how

global cinema is recognised.

Why His Path Matters

Min Bahadur Bham’s success does not mean Nepali independent

cinema has solved its structural problems. Financing remains

difficult, domestic distribution is weak and young filmmakers still

struggle to sustain careers between projects.

What his career changes is the map of possibility. A director can

begin with stories from Mugu, build international partnerships,

retain cultural specificity and reach Venice, Berlin and Locarno

without treating Nepal as scenery for someone else’s imagination.

The Cost of Cultural Accuracy

Working in remote communities also creates an ethical

responsibility beyond visual authenticity. Filmmakers arrive with

crews, budgets and outside attention that can alter local

relationships. The production itself becomes an intervention in the

place being represented.
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Bham’s approach depends on close collaboration with local

performers and communities because cultural detail cannot be

manufactured reliably from Kathmandu. Language, gesture, ritual

and social hierarchy all influence whether a scene feels lived or

merely observed.

This kind of accuracy takes time, which adds another reason his

films develop slowly. Research and trust are part of production

rather than optional preparation.

The Question of Who Gets to Tell
Himalayan Stories

The international appetite for Himalayan imagery creates

opportunity and danger. Mountains are visually powerful, which

means foreign filmmakers can easily use Nepal as scenery while

telling stories that remain emotionally centred elsewhere.

Bham reverses that relationship. The landscape is spectacular, but

the people who live inside it remain the narrative authority. The

camera does not arrive to discover them on behalf of outsiders.

This is one reason his films feel culturally grounded even when

financed internationally. Production may be global, but the point

of view remains local.
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What Comes After Shambhala

Shambhala raised expectations around Bham because it expanded

both the scale and international visibility of his work. The danger

after a major festival breakthrough is believing the next film has to

become even larger to count as progress.

His more interesting challenge is artistic rather than statistical:

whether he can continue finding new forms for the philosophical

and social questions that have followed him from Bansulli onward.

A director’s career becomes durable when each film feels

connected to the previous one without merely repeating it.

The 2026 Berlinale jury appointment confirms that Bham is now

participating in global cinema not only as a representative from

Nepal but as a filmmaker whose judgement is valued

internationally. What he does with that position will shape how

younger Nepali filmmakers imagine their own routes outward.

The Value of Slow Recognition

Bham’s career developed over years rather than through one

commercial breakthrough. That pace may be frustrating

financially, but it creates a body of work whose reputation is built

through repeated critical engagement rather than one season of

box-office attention.
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For independent filmmakers, slow recognition can be more

durable because each project strengthens relationships with

programmers, producers and audiences. The career becomes a

network rather than a single hit.

What Nepal Gains from International
Cinema

International festival success also has a national effect even when

the films themselves remain niche domestically. It expands the

way Nepal is represented abroad beyond tourism, mountaineering

and political headlines.

Bham’s films introduce global audiences to Nepal as a place

capable of producing complex contemporary art from within its

own cultural worlds.

That belief also changes what younger filmmakers see as possible.

A remote setting no longer has to be treated as a production

disadvantage to hide; it can become the source of cinematic

identity. Bham’s career has helped convert geographical distance

into artistic authority rather than cultural marginality.

That is also why the festival milestones matter beyond prestige.

Each major selection gives future Nepali projects slightly more

credibility with international producers, funds and programmers.

A filmmaker’s success can therefore lower the entry barrier for

others even when their work looks completely different.

20 / 21



That possibility is now part of Nepal’s film vocabulary.

The distance is physical, not imaginative.

That conviction now belongs to the path he helped establish.

Bham’s films come from the high Himalaya, but their

importance lies in how firmly they keep those places at the

centre. He has shown that remoteness is a geographic

condition, not a cultural one. A village far from Kathmandu

can still stand at the centre of world cinema if the

filmmaker believes its people deserve the frame.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/min-bahadur-bham-himalayan-cinema-berlin-venice/
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