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A 1986 Hong Kong fantasy starring Chow Yun-fat transformed
Chitwan, Bhaktapur and Kathmandu into a world of magic, demons

and superhuman power.
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Witch From Nepal: The
Strange Hong Kong Fantasy
That Found Magic in
Kathmandu

A 1986 Hong Kong fantasy starring Chow Yun-fat
transformed Chitwan, Bhaktapur and Kathmandu into a

world of magic, demons and superhuman power.
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How a 1986 Hong Kong fantasy starring Chow Yun-fat
transformed Chitwan, Bhaktapur and Kathmandu into a world of
magic, demons and superhuman power—and helped turn Nepal

into supernatural geography for Asian cinema.

In Witch From Nepal, Nepal does not simply appear as another
country. It appears as the place where the ordinary laws of the
world begin to fail. A Hong Kong professional arrives as a tourist,
suffers an accident, encounters a mysterious woman, receives

powers he cannot explain and eventually discovers that his trip
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has connected him to an ancient struggle between good and evil.
By the time the story is finished, Nepal has become the source of

magic, danger, desire and supernatural responsibility.

Released in Hong Kong in 1986 under the Chinese title Qi Yuan,
the film was directed by Ching Siu-tung—also widely known as

Tony Ching—and starred Chow Yun-fat, Emily Chu, Yammie

Lam and Dick Wei. It is difficult to place neatly inside one genre.

It contains fantasy, horror, romance, action, comedy and martial-
arts choreography, moving between Nepal and Hong Kong with
the restless energy characteristic of commercial Hong Kong

cinema in the 1980s.

For Nepal, however, the movie is particularly revealing because it
was not merely set in an imaginary Himalayan country. The Nepal
Film Development Board records filming in Chitwan, Bhaktapur
and Kathmandu. Real Nepali locations therefore provide the

visual foundation for a highly fictional mythology.

The result can be enjoyed as extravagant genre cinema while also
being read critically. Why did Nepal seem like the natural place
for a story about hidden tribes, magical women and supernatural
warriors? Why did Hong Kong filmmakers—coming from another
Asian society rather than Europe or America—also find it useful to
imagine Nepal as mysterious, pre-modern and spiritually

powerful?
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Witch From Nepal offers an unusually clear example of how

exoticism can operate within Asia itself.

Watch the Original Trailer

The surviving trailer captures the film’s unusual combination of
Himalayan travel, supernatural romance and Ching Siu-tung’s

kinetic action style.

Witch From Nepal (1986) original trailer. A dependable full-length
YouTube upload could not be verified at the time of publication. Licensed

streaming availability may vary by region.

A Holiday That Becomes a Supernatural
Calling

The protagonist, Joe Wong, played by Chow Yun-fat, begins the
story as an ordinary Hong Kong man travelling in Nepal with his
girlfriend Ida. He has not come searching for enlightenment or

magical power. He is a tourist.

An accident changes everything. After being injured in Nepal, Joe
experiences visions of a mysterious veiled woman. Back in Hong
Kong, his condition worsens, but the woman from his visions
appears again. She is Sheila, played by Emily Chu, and her
connection to Nepal is not incidental. She possesses supernatural
abilities and eventually draws Joe into a struggle linked to a

Himalayan community and an evil warrior.
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Joe is transformed from tourist into chosen participant. He gains
extraordinary physical abilities and becomes involved in a conflict

he did not understand when he entered Nepal.

This is a familiar fantasy structure: the outsider who unknowingly
crosses into a hidden world. What makes the film distinctive is the
geography of that crossing. Hong Kong represents the fast,
modern and rational city. Nepal represents the space from which

the impossible enters.

Chow Yun-fat Before His Global Image
Was Fixed

Modern international audiences often associate Chow Yun-fat with
the heroic gunmen of John Woo'’s films or with later international
productions. In 1986, however, his screen identity was still
unusually flexible. Hong Kong cinema did not insist that successful

actors remain inside one genre.

In Witch From Nepal, Chow is not the cool criminal or tragic
action hero most strongly associated with his later global
reputation. Joe is confused, physically vulnerable, romantically
compromised and gradually forced to understand powers

operating outside his normal world.

That makes the film interesting as part of Chow’s career. It
appeared in the same extraordinary period in which Hong Kong

cinema was rapidly redefining action filmmaking, crime cinema
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and supernatural fantasy. A Better Tomorrow, released the same
year, would radically strengthen Chow’s star image. Witch From
Nepal preserves another version of him: the reluctant

supernatural hero.

The contrast also demonstrates the flexibility of the Hong Kong
industry. An actor could move from television to romantic drama,
from gangster tragedy to supernatural adventure, without

audiences demanding a single consistent persona.

Tony Ching and Bodies That Refuse
Gravity

The director matters just as much as the star. Ching Siu-tung
became one of the most important action choreographers and
fantasy directors in Hong Kong cinema. His later credits and
collaborations would include A Chinese Ghost Story, Swordsman,
Hero and House of Flying Daggers. His movement style often
treats the human body as something only loosely governed by

gravity.

Witch From Nepal is an early demonstration of that sensibility.
Joe’s supernatural powers allow him to leap, fight and move
beyond ordinary physical limits. Magic and action choreography

become almost the same thing.

The film’s action design was not ignored by the industry. Ching
won the Hong Kong Film Award for Best Action Choreography for
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the film, an honour later highlighted by organisations including
BAFTA and the Asian Film Awards Academy when discussing his

career.

This matters because the Nepal sequences are not only exotic
travel imagery. They feed directly into the film’s movement
vocabulary. Mountains, open terrain, temple spaces and forest
settings provide environments where bodies can appear to cross

between ordinary human action and supernatural motion.

Why Chitwan, Bhaktapur and Kathmandu?

The three Nepali locations listed by the Film Development Board

offer very different visual possibilities.

Chitwan provides subtropical landscape, forest and wildlife
imagery. For a Hong Kong audience, it could easily communicate
distance from urban modernity. The film’s early tourism imagery
benefits from an environment that looks radically different from

Hong Kong’s vertical cityscape.

Bhaktapur provides historical architecture, brick streets, temples
and courtyards. International filmmakers have repeatedly used the
city because its heritage fabric can suggest an older world with

relatively little cinematic alteration.

Kathmandu gives the production recognisable urban Nepal:

religious sites, crowded streets and the visual meeting of modern
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city life with centuries-old architecture.

Together, these locations allow the movie to construct an
imaginary Nepal that appears simultaneously wild, ancient and

spiritual.

That construction is effective cinema. It is also a simplification.

Hong Kong Looking at Another Asia

One of the most useful things about Witch From Nepal is that it
disrupts the assumption that exotic representations of Nepal are

exclusively Western.

Hong Kong in the mid-1980s was one of the most dynamic urban
centres in Asia. It was densely populated, commercially
sophisticated and internationally connected. Its cinema industry

exported films throughout East and Southeast Asia. When Hong

Kong filmmakers travelled to Nepal, they were not representatives

of a simple “West” encountering an “East.”

They were one Asian metropolis imagining another Asian society

as radically different.

The contrast works because the film defines Hong Kong as
modernity and Nepal as mystery. Hong Kong has hospitals,
apartments, traffic and professional routines. Nepal supplies a

hidden tribe, magical knowledge and a supernatural threat.
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This is exoticism organised not around continent but around
perceived modernity. The modern city imagines the mountain

society as closer to ancient forces.

That distinction is important because it shows how easily any

culture can reduce another culture to a symbolic role.

The “Hidden Tribe” Problem

The film’s mythology involves a Himalayan community whose
spiritual world is largely invented for the story. As fantasy, that is
not unusual. Fiction creates imaginary groups, religions and myths

constantly.

But placing those inventions inside a real country changes the
effect. An audience unfamiliar with Nepal may not know which
elements are derived from actual cultural practices and which

were invented by screenwriters.

Nepal is home to extraordinary ethnic, linguistic and religious
diversity. The country includes Hindu, Buddhist, animist and
syncretic traditions, many of which differ significantly between
communities. Reducing that complexity to a mysterious tribe

guarding magical power replaces anthropology with fantasy.

The problem is not that the film contains magic. The problem is
that “Nepal” becomes a convenient label for anything mysterious

enough to be believable.
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This tendency appears repeatedly in global popular culture. Tibet,
Nepal and the Himalayas are frequently treated as spiritual blank
spaces where writers can invent secret orders, lost monasteries,
immortality, magical children or supernatural warriors without

audiences questioning the geography.

Sheila and the Exotic Woman

Emily Chu’s Sheila is central to the film’s fantasy. She is beautiful,
mysterious, powerful and connected to knowledge Joe does not
possess. She also belongs to a long cinematic tradition in which
the foreign or “exotic” woman becomes the gateway through

which a male protagonist enters another world.

Joe first encounters her through visions. She later heals him and
helps activate his supernatural abilities. Their relationship
complicates his existing romance with Ida, making desire part of

the cultural crossing.

From one perspective, Sheila has agency because she possesses
knowledge and power Joe lacks. From another, she exists largely

to initiate and guide his transformation.

This combination—powerful yet narratively instrumental—is
common in fantasy stories. The mysterious woman is allowed to be
extraordinary as long as her extraordinariness ultimately helps

transform the male hero.
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A modern reading can appreciate Emily Chu’s screen presence

while still recognising the structure.

Magic Imported Into Hong Kong

One of the film’s most interesting reversals occurs when the

Nepalese supernatural world follows Joe home.

Nepal is not kept safely at a distance. Sheila appears in Hong
Kong. The magical conflict enters modern urban space. Joe’s
powers manifest inside a city that initially seemed governed by

ordinary rules.

This movement is significant. At first, the audience can imagine
Nepal as the exceptional place: magic happens there because
Nepal is mysterious. Once the supernatural enters Hong Kong,

that distinction collapses.

The film becomes less about a magical country and more about a

magical system that the tourist accidentally carries back with him.

There is an almost anthropological metaphor hidden inside that
fantasy. Travel changes what people bring home. Travellers carry
objects, stories, religious ideas, styles and habits across borders.
The film literalises that process by allowing Joe to return with

supernatural power.
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The Cinematic Nepal of the 1980s

Witch From Nepal was produced during an important period in
Nepal’s international cinematic visibility. Foreign productions
were increasingly using the country for adventure and fantasy. In
the same broad period, Nepal appeared in projects ranging from
The Golden Child to The Legend of Wisely and The Night Train to
Kathmandu.

The pattern is striking.

These movies were not primarily interested in the political or
economic Nepal of the 1980s. They were interested in Nepal as a
narrative resource: mountains, monasteries, magic, sacred

children, hidden communities and lost objects.

This coincided with changes in tourism. The hippie era had
declined, but trekking and adventure travel were expanding.
Nepal’s international image was shifting away from Freak Street

and toward the Himalayas.

Cinema followed the same movement. The country that had
represented countercultural escape in the early 1970s
increasingly represented supernatural and adventure geography

by the mid-1980s.
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Bhaktapur as “The Past”

International films repeatedly use Bhaktapur to suggest historical
depth. This works visually because the city has preserved

extraordinary architecture and urban form.

But there is a second-order effect. If filmmakers repeatedly show a
city only as old, sacred and unchanging, international audiences

can begin to imagine its residents as living outside modernity.

Bhaktapur is not a museum populated for visitors. It is a
functioning city whose residents work, study, run businesses, use
technology and negotiate the same pressures of contemporary life

as people elsewhere.
Heritage and modernity are not opposites.

Witch From Nepal uses Bhaktapur primarily for atmosphere. The
images gain additional value today because the city has changed
physically over four decades. Streets, buildings, signage and
public spaces visible in old films become accidental records of

urban history.

The fantasy foreground ages. The real city in the background

becomes archive.
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Chitwan Before the Safari Brand Became
Global

Chitwan is equally interesting because its international tourism
identity has evolved significantly. Today, Chitwan National Park
and nearby Sauraha are firmly established in Nepal’s tourism
economy. Wildlife tourism, jungle activities and resort

infrastructure are globally marketed.

In the mid-1980s, that identity was still developing. International
audiences seeing Nepalese jungle and elephant imagery were
encountering a side of Nepal very different from the snow-covered

Himalayan stereotype.

The film exploits this difference but also contributes to it. Nepal
becomes a country capable of containing multiple forms of
“exotic” landscape within one story: jungle, ancient city and

mystical mountain world.

This geographical diversity is real. The meanings attached to it are

cinematic.

When Fantasy Becomes Tourism
Advertising

Foreign films can influence tourism even when they are not
intended as advertisements. A viewer may not believe in magical

warriors but can still become interested in the landscape behind
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them.

This creates an unusual relationship between representation and
destination. A film may distort a culture while simultaneously

increasing curiosity about the real place.

For Nepal, that has often been the bargain of international
cinema. The country receives visibility, location spending and
global imagery. In return, filmmakers frequently simplify Nepal

into whatever their story needs.
The benefits are real. So are the distortions.

A mature tourism and film strategy therefore cannot depend only
on attracting foreign productions. It also requires asking what
kinds of stories are being told, what local professionals gain from
them and whether Nepalese voices are present behind the camera

as well as in the landscape.

A Precursor to A Chinese Ghost Story

For film enthusiasts, Witch From Nepal also matters because it
precedes Ching Siu-tung’s breakthrough international cult success

A Chinese Ghost Story in 1987.

Many of the qualities associated with Ching’s later work are
already visible: supernatural romance, kinetic movement, unusual
physical choreography and a refusal to separate fantasy from

action.
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This gives the film a place in the evolution of Hong Kong fantasy

cinema even beyond its Nepal connection.

What might otherwise look like a bizarre travel curiosity is
actually part of the development of a filmmaker who would

become internationally influential.

Chow Yun-fat Between Two Cinematic
Futures

The timing is equally fascinating for Chow Yun-fat. In 1986, he
was on the edge of becoming globally identified with another kind
of Hong Kong cinema. John Woo’s A Better Tomorrow would
establish the heroic-bloodshed image that later helped make Chow

internationally famous.

Witch From Nepal therefore captures him at an intersection. One
path leads toward trench coats, pistols and tragic brotherhood.
The other leads through fantasy, supernatural romance and

magical combat.
Hong Kong cinema was flexible enough to accommodate both.

For Nepalese film history, this means the country happened to
host a production involving one of Asia’s future international stars

at a pivotal moment in his career.
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What the Movie Gets Wrong—and Why It
Still Matters

It would be easy to dismiss the movie’s Nepal as fantasy nonsense.
Much of it is. There is no reason to treat its hidden tribe,
supernatural hierarchy or magical mythology as representations of

actual Nepali culture.

But precisely because the invention is so obvious, the film

becomes useful for studying cinematic imagination.

It shows which qualities filmmakers expected audiences to
associate with Nepal: remoteness, spirituality, ancient knowledge,
wilderness and mystery. Those associations were powerful enough
that screenwriters could build an entire supernatural system

around them without lengthy explanation.

Audiences were expected to accept that strange things could come

from Nepal.

That expectation is historically significant.

From Hippies to Witches

Placed beside other foreign films shot in Nepal, Witch From Nepal

helps reveal a remarkable transformation.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Kathmandu was repeatedly

filmed as the destination of hippies, drugs and counterculture. By
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the mid-1980s, international cinema was increasingly looking
beyond Freak Street toward another fantasy: Nepal as the land of

hidden spiritual power.

The outsider had changed. The hippie had become the adventure
tourist. The search for freedom had become the search for

mystery.

The country remained available as a canvas.

What the Film Accidentally Preserved

There is one more reason the production matters to Nepal beyond
genre history. Films shot on location preserve details filmmakers
rarely intend to document: street widths, shopfronts, vehicles,
clothing, building conditions, public spaces and the relationship
between tourism infrastructure and local life. Four decades later,
those background details become evidence. The supernatural
foreground may belong entirely to fiction, but Kathmandu,
Bhaktapur and Chitwan continue to change. Watching the film
now means watching two stories simultaneously: the invented
struggle between magical forces and the very real transformation

of Nepal’s urban and tourism landscape since the mid-1980s.

Why Revisit Witch From Nepal Today?

Because it is strange, certainly. Because it stars Chow Yun-fat

before his global action image hardened. Because it showcases
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Ching Siu-tung’s developing action style. And because it contains

footage of Nepal from a period that now feels historically distant.

But the strongest reason is that the movie forces us to ask how

Nepal has been imagined by other Asian societies.

Western exoticism is easy to identify because its colonial history is
widely discussed. Asian-to-Asian exoticism is less frequently
examined, even though modernity, wealth and media power are

unevenly distributed across Asia as well.

Hong Kong looked at Nepal in 1986 and saw a place where magic

remained possible.

That is flattering only until we ask what had to disappear for the
fantasy to work. Modern Nepalis disappear. Ordinary life
disappears. Political reality disappears. The country becomes
spiritually useful precisely because it is stripped of much of its

actual complexity.

And yet the images remain compelling.

That contradiction is why Witch From Nepal belongs in Nepal’s
cinematic memory. It is simultaneously an entertaining
supernatural adventure, a piece of Hong Kong film history, a
visual archive of 1980s Nepal and an example of how easily a real

country can be transformed into myth.

The movie’s magic is fictional. The Nepal underneath it is not.
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Featured image credit: Uwe Gille / Wikimedia Commons. Bhaktapur

Durbar Square, Nepal. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0.

Further reading and viewing: IMDb: Witch From Nepal - Nepal
Film Development Board: Foreign films shot in Nepal - Asian Film
Awards Academy: Tony Ching Siu-tung - Original trailer on

YouTube

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/witch-from-nepal-hong-kong-fantasy-kathmandu/
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https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0089861/
https://www.film.gov.np/shot_in_nepal/
https://www.film.gov.np/shot_in_nepal/
https://www.afa-academy.com/jury-list/tony-ching-siu-tung/
https://www.afa-academy.com/jury-list/tony-ching-siu-tung/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RUio3IwkX8c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RUio3IwkX8c

