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ABSTRACT
This paper uses Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of ‘minor’ to
examine Pema Tseden’s second full-length feature film, The Search.
Expanding on Deleuze’s definition of minor cinema, this paper
shows how The Search, through various strategies and narrative
devices, deconstructs the myth of a pre-existing Tibetan people,
and builds upon individual and fragmented narratives to create a
new collective subjectivity, thus opening the way for a new
understanding of Tibet. This case study demonstrates how Pema
Tseden’s in-between position (between languages, cultures and
geographical areas) permits him to develop a cinema that gives
space for Tibetans to become, giving the viewer a rare insight into
contemporary Tibet.
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Introduction

Over the past 10 years, Pema Tseden has established himself as a leading figure and an
active promoter of cinema in Tibet.1 Also a prolific writer of short stories and author of a
novel and essays, Pema Tseden turned to filmmaking in the early 2000s.2 The first Tibetan
to graduate as a director from the Beijing Film Academy (Beijing dianying xueyuan) in
2004, his early cinematographic work includes a graduation short film, Grasslands (2004)
and a few documentary films.3 Pema Tseden gained recognition domestically and interna-
tionally with his first feature-length film, The Silent Holy Stones (2006), the story of a
young monk fascinated by a TV series adapted from the Chinese classic Journey to the
West. The film reaped no less than four Chinese awards including the Golden Rooster
and was presented at various international film festivals.4 Pema Tseden’s next films have
achieved similar international and domestic success: The Search (2007), on the quest for
actors to perform the Tibetan drama Drime Kunden (Tib. Dri med kun ldan; Ch. Zhimei
gengdeng), a revered Buddhist figure; and Old Dog (2010), about a Tibetan herder family
and their skirmishes over the fate of an aged mastiff coveted by traffickers.5 The Sacred
Arrow (2014), a more conventional observation of Tibet’s archery tradition, won the Best
Cinematography Award at the 2014 Shanghai International Film Festival. His latest film,
Tharlo, about a naive shepherd who lost all his illusions in the city, was represented in the
Orrizonti section of the 2015 Venice Film Festival and has received several awards
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nationally and internationally.6 Pema Tseden also contributed to cinematographer-
turned-director Sonthar Gyal’s directorial debut with The Sun Beaten Path (2011), and is
regularly invited to discuss his films at various academic events and to contribute to aca-
demic journals on Tibet.7

This paper hopes to contribute to the study of Pema Tseden’s films through the field of
literary criticism. As such, its focus is less on the cinematic language and more on how
the narrative tropes of Pema Tseden’s films, and on how these tropes serve as metaphors,
allegories and discursive devices. Likewise, it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss
the embodied experience of the viewer or how Pema Tseden’s work engage the Tibetans,
as the main subjects of his films, in a negotiation of their conflicting socio-political beliefs.
Rather, this paper is mainly concerned with Pema Tseden’s creative use of discursive devi-
ces in his cinematic work, as Pema Tseden is primarily a talented author and screenwriter.

This essay examines Pema Tseden’s second full-length feature film, The Search (2009),
using the concept of ‘minor movement’ developed by Gilles Deleuze and F�elix Guattari
(1986). First applied to literature and later developed in the field of cinema studies, the
French philosophers define the minor as a movement that ‘takes a major voice and speaks
it in a way that expresses one’s preferred identity’ (52). Their primary assumption is that
a minor movement is not dialectically related to a major movement: the minor does not
arise ‘apart from’ or ‘outside’ the major but is the result of a movement produced within
the major. The minor has the ability ‘to inhabit the system and change it from within’
(Sutton and Martin-Jones 2008, 53). In fact, minor and major works use the same ele-
ments, albeit in a different way, as Michael Eng (2003) points in the case of minor cinema:

Whereas a major cinema insists on a general homogeneity of the production, reception, and
representation of images � a cinematic common sense � a minor cinema actualizes dormant
potentialities of the image in order to make way for the heterogenisation and othering of a
mad cinematic space. (291)

Looking at Pema Tseden’s work through the ‘minor’ lens does not mean to diminish its
importance: the ‘minor’ is not characterised by qualitative or quantitative inferiority.
Rather, ‘minor’ signifies the appropriation of hegemonic narratives to create new spaces
of meaning and resistant polyphony. Similarly, ‘minor’ does not refer to Pema Tseden’s
identity as a member of one of the 55 ethnic minority groups officially recognised by the
Chinese state. In any case, a ‘minor’ work often emerges from a minority, but not all
works produced by minorities are ‘minor’ works: a minor movement is the result of a pro-
cess of becoming minor within the major. A work becomes minor when it engages in a
movement of ‘deterritorialisation’, another concept coined by Deleuze and Guattari
(1972) that defines the movement by which one crosses the boundaries of an existing ter-
ritory and disrupts traditional structures of expression.

Filming from the margins: the making of a Tibetan cinema

Pema Tseden’s films are, as the filmmaker states himself, part of an effort to regain control
over cinematic constructions of Tibet in and outside China. Indeed, for decades, Holly-
wood cinema have created and sustained a ‘virtual Tibet’ (Schell 2000), a concept that
refers to exoticising, romanticising and mystifying stereotypes of Tibet and Tibetans. A
flourishing cinema from the Tibetan diaspora has also fostered, to some extent, an
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‘indigenous Tibetan hyperreality’ (Klieger 1995) or the image of an ‘idealised and pasteur-
ised’ Tibetan culture.8 In China, Tibet-related films usually belong to a category labelled
‘ethnic minority films’ (shaoshu minzu dianying), broadly including all Chinese films about
ethnic minority, or Non-Han, characters and stories. These films have displayed, since the
1950s, various representations of Tibet and Tibetan people, from ‘barbarians’ living in a
‘hell on earth’ to ‘Noble Savages’ keeping a ‘lost paradise’ (Frangville 2011). Tibetan cinema
in China, generally marginalised by the dominant Chinese culture, is thus better examined
through postcolonial theory, although Tibet is not exactly in a postcolonial situation. De
facto, current Chinese claims to modernise a ‘backward, superstitious’ Tibetan society,
meaning fundamentally to assimilate it to Chinese society, are characteristic of any colonial
claim.

Chinese ethnic minority filmmakers are rare in the Chinese film industry, largely dom-
inated by Han filmmakers. While several ethnic Mongolian directors have been active in
China in the past three decades, their films have remained relatively unknown outside of
China and are rarely included in a broader transnational Mongolian cinema.9 More gen-
erally, Non-Han filmmakers’ productions are considered solely as ‘Chinese ethnic minor-
ity films’. So far, what has been hailed in and outside China as a ‘Tibetan film movement’
includes only a handful of full-length films by Pema Tseden and Sonthar Gyal over
10 years, and a few short films and documentary films by other professional and amateur
filmmakers (Tseden 2011; Barnett 2011). Nevertheless, and in spite of its relative margin-
ality in the film industry, the emergence of a Tibetan filmmaking in China is a significant
achievement. As Knopf (2008) noted about indigenous films in North America, ‘as indige-
nous people gradually take control over the image-making process in the domain of film
and video making, they cease to be studied and described as objects and become subjects
who create self-controlled images of indigenous cultures’ (xii�xiii). Similarly, self-
representation, as a form of self-empowerment, gives an opportunity for Tibetans to
engage the powerful ideologies of mass media in China and in the West. As a Tibetan
from the Qinghai province, at the periphery of the Tibetan plateau and in the hinterlands
of China, a translator and a bilingual writer, Pema Tseden emerged from and stands in
the margins. This position enables the writer or the filmmaker to ‘express another possible
community and to forge the means for another consciousness and another sensibility’
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 154). But as a Tibetan working within the system in China
and exposed to both censorship for the Chinese state and the gaze of Western and Tibetan
audiences, Pema Tseden confronts several challenges: how to question the hegemonic
‘norms’ of identity or how to break up the dominant representations of ‘Tibetanness’
without recreating a new despotic unity? How to transcend any narrow sense of belonging
to Tibetan culture and expose Tibet’s diversity without challenging Tibetan national iden-
tity? How to challenge the mainstream voices of the dominant culture without reassessing
the place of Tibet within Chinese national boundaries? Finally, how to ‘express another
possible community’?

The Search follows a filmmaker’s travel in a four-wheel drive across the Amdo plateau
with his assistant, a driver and a businessman who serves as a guide.10 The crew is looking
for actors to perform in a film based on the popular tale of Prince Drime Kunden, a
revered Buddhist figure who gave all his worldly possessions, including his family and his
own eyes, to the less fortunate. Along the way, the crew meets a young woman renowned
for her beauty and her performance in a local troupe of Princess Mande Sangmo, Drime
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Kunden’s wife. She agrees to play in the film only if they also cast her ex-lover and stage
partner as the male lead. She embarks on the journey with the crew to find him. Another
love story is woven into the film: as the crew drives through the highlands, the business-
man recalls in episodes the story of his lost love. The Search was deeply influenced by the
people Pema Tseden encountered and the stories he heard while he was working on his
first film, The Silent Holy Stones, which also features the drama of Drime Kunden (Asia
Society 2010). Like The Silent Holy Stones, The Search focuses on the role of storytelling
and fiction in today’s Tibet, but adopts a more experimental structure. The Search marks
a stylistic and thematic rupture with Pema Tseden’s previous film, as it puts aside the pos-
itive and religious background of The Silent Holy Stones and refocuses on the depiction of
the deleterious social atmosphere of Tibet. Besides, as a film about the making of a Tibetan
drama into a film, The Search is multi-layered and plays with different levels of under-
standings and interpretations. As such, it offers a more complex image of Tibet and
Tibetan culture than his previous films.

Deleuze (1989) identifies three features of minor works in cinema. First, a minor work
does not represent an oppressed people, instead it constitutes an attempt to imagine a
‘people of the future’ and a sustainable collective identity. Second, minor works blur
spaces and boundaries between public and private spaces and focus on marginal charac-
ters (their marginality can also be expressed geographically). Third and lastly, minor cin-
ema refuses to fix on one preferred character and aims at a collective utterance: it does
not identify a new singularity but creates a multiplicity of conditions and characters. In
sum, minor cinema is not interested in representation or interpretation, but in experimen-
tation; it frees filmmakers from the binary implied by counter or oppositional cinema. All
these features are discernable in The Search, as the following will demonstrate.

‘The People Are Missing’: The Lost Search for Drime Kunden and
‘Tibetanness’

A minor film, for Deleuze (1989), is based on the ‘absence of the people’, the idea that
people do not pre-exist their performance, because they no longer exist or ‘are not yet’.
Rather than evoking dubious notions of origins or authenticity, minor cinema is grounded
on ‘a collective identity crisis (…) always in process’ (217). Minor cinema thus questions
the myths that frame a people’s cultural identity, be they created by the majority or by the
minority people themselves. One common representation in both colonial (i.e. Western
and Chinese) and Tibetan discourses is that Tibetan identity is primarily and homo-
geneously defined by religious values such as generosity, compassion and kindness.

The performance of compassion is a strategy of self-agency extensively adopted in and
outside Tibet. On the one hand, such representations sustain the narrative of a nation
‘devoted to the pursuit of spiritual awareness and averse to all materialistic and worldly
gains’ (Neumaier 2003, 543), emphasising the opposition between an inherently non-
violent and heartfelt Tibetan people and brutal and greedy Chinese colonisers. This
narrative is particularly attractive in the West and among activists. On the other hand,
the use of compassion and generosity as inherent features of ‘Tibetanness’ participates
to restore a positive and compliant image of Tibetans that increase chances for local com-
munities to engage in a dialogue with Chinese authorities. Hence, movements that
emphasise compassion for all sentient beings including animals, such as vegetarianism,

JOURNAL OF CHINESE CINEMAS 109



slaughter renunciation and the burning of pelts, have become important sites for negotia-
tions in several Tibetan regions (Kabzung 2012; Barstow 2013; Yeh 2013). At the same
time, the prevalent idea of a devout people guided by a spiritual leader (the Dalai Lama,
who is believed to be the manifestation of Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of Compas-
sion) can be accented to elude debates on Tibet’s actual socio-political issues.

As pointed by Robin (2009), Tibetan filmmakers are no exception, having used com-
passion as a main thread of their emerging movement.11 In The Search, compassion is
embodied in the figure of Drime Kunden, or ‘The Omnipotent Pure One’ in Tibetan lan-
guage (Ghosh 1997).12 Drime Kunden is based on the jataka (birth story of Buddha) of
Prince Vessantara, the last great incarnation of Buddha and a figure celebrated throughout
Asia.13 The plot essentially revolves around the character of prince Drime Kunden, who
has the extraordinary ability to part with any possession he has, without any hesitation.
As his father’s kingdom is threatened by his unusual generosity, the prince is banished to
the Demon Kingdom. On his way to exile with his wife and children, the prince not only
cheerfully parts with all their provisions but also gives his children to a demon in the guise
of a beggar. Further away he is asked to give his wife, who is promptly returned to him by
a benevolent god. After twelve years of mediation, he and his wife are allowed to return to
his father’s kingdom. On his way back, he offers his own eyes to a blind beggar. When
Drime Kunden reaches the kingdom with his wife, his kindness is rewarded: his sight,
children and the regency of his kingdom are miraculously restored. Fundamentally,
Drime Kunden symbolises the transcendence of worldly attachment and the virtues of
compassion, benevolence and charity. Through the centuries, the tale evolved into a play
and became part of the Tibetan drama (lhamo) repertoire (Wang 1986; Blondeau 2001).14

Nowadays, Tibetans in China as well as the diaspora frequently perform the story of
Drime Kunden (Ahmed 2006). Nevertheless, The Search is not another performance of
Tibetans’ ‘inherent’ compassion: the story of Drime Kunden is barely heard or seen and
never fully explained. The legend is in fact a starting point to destabilise and deconstruct
such preconception and to point to the absence of the people.

Traveling from village to village, the film crew visits monasteries, schools, local associa-
tions, restaurants and even a karaoke bar. Not only are they unable to convince actors to
perform the play’s main characters; they are also compelled to take another look at Drime
Kunden and his virtues. The charitable prince’s exaggerated and undiscerned charity is
mocked on several occasions throughout the film. A recurring question is whether Drime
Kunden has the right to dispose of his wife and children as properties he could simply
give away. In the nightclub of a small town, a singer who used to play Drime Kunden in a
local troupe even refuses to play Drime Kunden’s part for the crew, arguing that he
despises the character and does not believe in the value it represents. Similarly, in the
same village where the young woman lives, the director and his crew meet an old man
who is said to be a ‘living Drime Kunden’. The old man recounts how he gave away his
wife to a widowed blind man, purely out of generosity. He explains, however, that he
made this choice considering that he was younger than his fellow-villager and would be
able to find another wife for himself. As the crew asks him whether he had the right to
give his wife away, the old man insists that his wife agreed to this. Finally, the crew invites
him to play in the film: the proclaimed Drime Kunden emphatically refuses, asking the
crew to leave and never come back again. Although the crew is fascinated by the old
man’s story, they also demonstrate some incredulity and ironically ask the old farmer if
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he would give his eyes away as well. Finally, when the crew eventually reaches the city
where the old boyfriend lives, they fail to convince him to act in the film: his job forces
him to give up on his stage career and his girlfriend. As she understands that her ex-boy-
friend will not change his mind and really meant to end their relationship, the young
woman leaves abruptly. Left without actors, the crew sets off again, with less conviction.
The film ends on an uncertain note: the director doesn’t know anymore ‘what kind of per-
son should play the part of Drime Kunden’.

In her analysis of The Search, Robin (2006) suggests that the vain search for performers
signifies the absence of compassion amongst Tibetans, which itself might indicate that
Tibetans can also be unsympathetic to the Chinese order and to subvert it. While it is cer-
tainly true that the theme of compassion in The Search is a strategy to deconstruct a com-
mon representation of ‘Tibetanness’ among Chinese and Tibetan audiences, this paper
contends that The Search does not seek to outline the absence of compassion itself. As
Smyer Yu (2014) observes, Drime Kunden and the compassion he represents ‘resides in
every character in the film not in whole but in part’ (138). Rather, the film points to this
fragmentation, the missing collective consciousness, the delusion of a homogeneous and
unified Tibet, and the absence of a pre-existing people. The film crew’s lost quest for
actors, just like the characters’ lost quest for their first love, symbolises the pointless search
for a fixed Tibetan identity and seeks to destabilise dominant representations of ‘Tibetan-
ness’. Throughout the film, the young woman keeps her face wrapped in a scarf that only
saves her forehead and eyes: in fact, the fictional characters and the viewers are never able
to see her face. Just as Drime Kunden (or its performer) is nowhere to be found, the prin-
ce’s wife remains to be seen. In the last scene of The Search, the director shows a picture
of the village troupe the young woman used to belong to and asks the teacher which of
the girls is the mysterious ex-girlfriend. The teacher answers to everyone’s disappointment
that she wasn’t playing on that day and thus is not in the picture. If women are often used
as cultural signifiers of the national collectivity (Yuval-Davis 1998), then the hidden
woman in The Search is a metaphor for the impossibility of showing Tibet and for its
missing people. On the other hand, the dispute around Drime Kunden’s embodied values
is a demonstration of Tibetan society’s diversity and contradictions: the legendary prince
is an ambivalent figure in which different and inconsistent perceptions of Tibetan identity
converge. The discord around Drime Kunden and the significance of love substantially
points to the tensions that shape Tibetan society.

‘From the private to the political’: a fragmented, multiple and hybrid nation

The second distinctive feature of a minor film is the mobile boundary between the private
and the political (or the social). For Deleuze (1989), a minor work is inexorably political
because its characters are linked to a larger social framework: an individual story ‘neces-
sarily expresses social contradictions and problems, or directly suffers their effects’ (220).
Therefore, the individual character’s actions can be transposed on to the whole commu-
nity and conversely. The Search’s characters stories epitomise the impasse of the Tibetan
nation: they are either trapped in nostalgia, denial or resistance. The businessman’s
account of his lost love to entertain his travel mates is filled with melancholy and sorrow.
He evokes how, after his first love married another man, he hopelessly tried to convince
her to run away with him, but eventually returned alone. The young woman, in parallel, is
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determined to get back the love of the man who rejected her. She holds on to the idea that
she can revive their love by playing the young teacher’s fictional wife again in the Drime
Kunden film. The pink scarf that covers her face is, as we learn in the last scene, a present
she receives from her ex-boyfriend: she is thus literally wrapped in the past, in the memo-
ries of her youthful love. As she understands that their romance has actually reached an
impasse, she eventually returns the scarf to the teacher before going back to her village.
Metaphorically, the impossibility for the characters to regain their first love represents the
irreversible loss of Tibetan culture. Renunciation is the only way forward, as any attempt
to fight against this fate is a losing battle. The figure of the nightclub singer, conversely,
represents the belief that Tibetan cultural survival is conditioned by the rejection of pas-
sivity and uncritical acceptance of tradition. Drunk and frantic, he does not only reject
the value of Drime Kunden’s virtues, but also denies the existence of love, triggering a
fight with the equally inebriated businessman. The young man, who is an unemployed
graduate and lives from mouth to hand as a singer, epitomises the Tibetan frustration
with economic and social marginalisation. His negative and violent response to Drime
Kunden’s story resonates with a recurring critique, among Tibetan youth in particular, of
the lack of resilience of the whole Tibetan nation.

Deleuze (1989) refers to ‘the impossibility of living in these conditions, for the colon-
ised person who comes up against an impasse in every direction’ (219). All characters in
The Search are stuck at an impasse on a personal level, but also at a collective level: they
are unable to unite and produce another performance of Drime Kunden. Similarly, there
is no sign of hope that the crew will find actors, and figuratively that Tibetans can come
to terms with the crisis they are currently facing. Nevertheless, this inability of closure is
not a pessimistic statement. Just the opposite, The Search suggests that this unstable con-
dition can open new ways of thinking about and acting in the present world. The road
movie’s open-ended narrative structure of The Search reinforces the general unsettling
atmosphere but also allows the viewers, through the characters’ eyes, to move beyond and
complicate common pictures of Tibet. The multiplicity of characters and stories allows
for a continuous reassessment of what Tibet is. This multifocal structure creates what
Bhabha (1994) calls a ‘third space’, a space ‘in the beyond’ or an exploratory ‘movement
back and forth, not making a claim to any specific or essential way of being’ (208). This
third space disrupts the binary logics of identity construction (colonised/coloniser, past/
present, tradition/modernity, backward/advanced) and constitutes a pathway towards a
creative re-vision or re-examination of cultural identities. This third space is defined by
its ‘hybridity’: a cultural identity at the junction of different cultures, a moving and ambiv-
alent point of convergence positioned as an antidote to essentialism. Throughout their
journey, the crew meets monks reciting the English alphabet like sutras, a Tibetan ‘Charlie
Chaplin’, karaoke singers, a composer of tedious romantic ballads. They navigate between
the religious (monasteries, temples) and the secular (schools, associations), the official
(local troupes) and the more ‘underground’ (nightclubs, restaurants). In this sense, The
Search points to the ongoing process of negotiation through which Tibetan culture is con-
stantly constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed.

A third space, because of its flexibility and openness, also provides opportunities for
creativity and resistance. In The Search, music problematises Tibetan modern culture and
hybridity is evoked through karaoke and disco tunes. Furthermore, this soundscape
maintains an ambivalent space. On the crew’s journey, the songs of Techung, a famous
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Indian-born Tibetan singer, are continuously played in the car (Sonam 2011). Techung’s
songs are renowned for their unambiguous evocation of the suffering and resistance of
Tibetan people. The singer regularly joins ‘Free Tibet’ events in exile and some protesters
sang his songs during the 2008 riots in the Tibetan region. One of his most famous songs,
‘Lama Khen’, pays homage to self-immolation protesters in Tibet. For Indian-based film-
maker Sonam (2011, 41), the songs of Techung, sung in standard Tibetan, are ‘unusual’ in
Amdo, though, we shall add, not in Tibetan cinema produced outside Tibet.15 At least,
the use of Techung’s songs in the The Search’s background is ambiguous: does it seek to
mark a disruption in the conventional discourse of Tibetans and the Chinese state’s har-
monious relation? Or is listening to Techung’s songs a banal, non-political act that con-
forms to the full depiction of Tibet’s hybrid modern culture? Likewise, under the disco
ball, the young singer feverishly sings a disco version of ‘Uncle Pema’ by Palgon, an
Amdo singer famous for his wordplays and subtle writings (also featured in The Silent
Holy Stones). The song stirred up controversy in the 2000s as it was considered by many
as a metaphor for calling the Dalai Lama (also named ‘Lotus’ or ‘Pema’ in Amdo) to
return to Tibet16. The song was banned only briefly in China, as the singer claimed that it
was about a friend named Pema who had left his village, without any hidden message (Ell-
wanger 2005). In the same nightclub, another young Tibetan sitting in the background
plays a guitar and sings in English: ‘lose my culture’ are the only perceptible words in the
brouhaha of the conversations. Are these two songs the indication of an active resistance,
or simply popular hits, or both? This ambiguity shows that The Search is pervaded with
the tensions between the ‘impossibility of speaking’ and the ‘impossibility of not speaking’
(Deleuze, 217). For instance, Techung’s songs are not subtitled or translated, while ‘Uncle
Pema’ is, marking the limits of what it is possible to say. Besides, if we consider ‘woman
as image, man as bearer of the look’ (Mulvey 1975, 62), the quasi absence (or invisibility)
of the female lead character in The Search exposes the difficulty for both the fictional
director and Pema Tseden to make their films, or to even tell a story. Similarly, the
absence of Han characters, or other minority character, reveals the difficulty to address
Han and Tibetan relations, particularly in the aftermath of the 2008 conflicts in China’s
Tibetan regions. Nevertheless, from these impossibilities, in The Search, Pema Tseden is
able to fashion new possibilities for Tibetans to recover subjectivity and agency through
the long colonised cinematic language.

‘Collective utterance’: the production of a new subjectivity

The third characteristic of minor cinema is its ability to deterritorialise without re-
territorialising, to deconstruct myths without recreating new ones, and to resist the urge
to recreate a fixed identity and to reify the people in becoming. To achieve this goal,
‘minor authors’ need to engage in what Deleuze (1989) calls ‘fabulation’ (or ‘story-
telling’): the falsification of received truths of the dominant order but also the making of
new constructed truths. Minor work thus takes hold of the ‘power of false’ (la puissance du
faux) and ceases to claim to be true. Ultimately, a minor film does not represent a people
but creates a space where a people can affirm their collective becoming and regain their
subjectivity in a ‘collective enunciation’. This ‘collective enunciation’ requires more than
one author: as a consequence, a minor work relies on ‘intercessors’ or ‘real’, non-fictional
characters who don’t ‘speak for’ a people but ‘speak’, ‘act’ it. As a result, ‘fabulating’ is
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neither an impersonal myth nor a personal fiction: it is a collective speech act, a ‘collective
utterance’ with a performative function. Except for the film director played by TV come-
dian Manla Kyab (Manla Jiebu in Putonghua), The Search casts non-professional actors
and is a mix of real and imagined characters. The character of the businessman is a
businessman in real life and used to be Pema Tseden’s guide while he was making The
Silent Holy Stones: he is playing himself in The Search, also guiding the fictional crew
through the region. The love story he narrates is his own too, the same he confessed to
Pema Tseden and his team (Asia Society, 2010). The Search is in fact a re-enactment of
their shared experience while filming The Silent Holy Stones. In addition, the character of
the old ‘living Drime Kunden’ is also playing himself. He was added to the original script
as, while filming The Search, Pema Tseden was told about his existence in a neighbouring
village (Asia Society, 2010). The scene of the film crew’s encounter with the old man is a
re-staging of Pema Tseden and his crew’s actual experience. Therefore, the businessman
and the old man intercede to destabilise the idea of a single-authored work and to reinforce
the sense of a collective work or a ‘collective enunciation’.

Generally speaking, The Search proceeds to the collection of individual memories and
experiences from old opera performers to young dancers. All the characters, from the
young veiled woman to the karaoke singer and the Tibetan Charlie Chaplin contribute to
create a collective narrative. This narrative is not a ‘grand r�ecit’ with ‘great hero, great dan-
gers, great voyages, great goal’ but is built upon a multitude of ‘small (petits) r�ecits’, thus
‘producing new centres of power’ (Lyotard, 1984, xxiv). Minor cinema is indeed a double
movement: from the filmmaker and from its intercessors. The filmmaker does not give a
voice to the people in the sense that he doesn’t speak for them; rather, he clears a space to
allow the people to speak; and the voice of the people in turn modifies the filmmaker’s
own voice. Film is thus a tool to ‘preserve the seeds of collective enunciation’ and to ‘teach
the people to speak their own language again’ (Lambert, 2006, 31). To keep this liminal
state between reality and fiction is fundamental to this ‘double-becoming’. The final scene
of The Search features the crew and the young woman’ ex-lover. Holding the pink scarf
the women returned to him, the young teacher stands alone in the street, looking into the
distance. The director promises the young male teacher that he will make a film about his
love story. The businessman laughs and warns him ‘don’t believe him, he tells everyone
he will make a film about them!’ The Search here draws attention to the construction pro-
cess and the artefact of film, or metafiction. As Pema Tseden often stresses in interviews,
his film are not documentary films, although they borrow from a documentary style. Con-
sequently, ironic self-reference is used at several occasions in The Search, reminding the
viewers that they are watching a fictional work.

Metafiction and metanarrative are the main devices to produce a new subjectivity of
Tibet. Subjectivity here refers to what belongs or is proper to Tibetans, including experien-
ces, expectations and perspectives. It is close to what Barclay (2003) calls ‘interiority’ in his
definition of ‘Fourth Cinema’ in the sense that subjectivity and interiority both refer to the
inner self. However, Barclay’s ‘interiority’ is rather a nebulous concept often mixed with
‘essence’. Subjectivity is not equivalent to an ‘essence’: on the contrary, it is the result of a
construction process through one’s experience. In The Search, the participation of Tibe-
tans, including non-professional actors, is of course the first condition to produce a
Tibetan subjectivity. Likewise, the shared narrative of the charitable prince and the widely
spread practice of performing the play of Drime Kunden can be seen as a subjective
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expression. Language also plays an important role in the production of subjectivity. The
Search is shot in the local language of Pema’s Tseden birthplace, the Tibetan autonomous
prefecture of Hainan in the province of Qinghai. It is one of the many dialects spoken in
Amdo, which are often mutually unintelligible and distinct from Tibetan languages used
in the regions of Kham or Central Tibet. Both Mandarin Chinese and standard Tibetan
are marginalised in the film: no single official language dominates. For Deleuze and Guat-
tari (1986), the shift in the functions of different languages (the local, minor language pre-
vailing over national languages) allows for the diffusion of ‘multiple centres of power’
(160). Similarly, landscapes in The Search serve as ‘active and dynamic backgrounds’.
Through wide angles and long takes, the viewer is essentially given to see the landscapes
when the camera follows the crew’s vehicle or stops. The film shows Tibet as it is rarely
represented: telephone pylons in desolate landscapes, dusty half-built towns, garish shop
and bar signs, antiquated rehearsal spaces and heavy freight trucks on narrow muddy
roads shared with herds and pilgrims. These are no romanticised, idealised landscapes but
the one directly experienced by the characters. The landscape is seen through the eyes of
the characters, as contrasted as it is. The depiction of landscapes also carries cultural and
political significance, pointing to the modernising process Tibet is undergoing, the Chi-
nese presence (mainly through Chinese characters on billboards and shops) and the
everyday life conditions of local people.

Conclusion

Pema Tseden stated on several occasions that his objective is not to build a ‘native’ cinema
laying national identity claims, but to narrate contemporary Tibet in all its diversity and
contradiction. The filmmaker prefers the term ‘Tibetan-language cinema’, focusing on the
cultural rather than the political aspect of its subject. Whether we call it a ‘Tibetan-
language cinema’, a ‘New Tibetan cinema’ � in opposition to state-sponsored films or
films by non-Tibetan filmmakers � or a ‘native Tibetan cinema’, Pema Tseden’s work
holds a singular place in the Chinese film industry and in the world. Chinese authorities
have promoted Pema Tseden as the ‘first ‘real’ Tibetan filmmaker’, attempting to make
him ‘China’s poster boy Tibetan filmmaker’; whereas he was praised as ‘an agent of a
pan-Tibetan movement’ (Sonam 2011, 44) and nominated the ‘2009 Tibetan personality
of the year’ among the Tibetan diaspora.17 Quite the reverse, Pema Tseden’s work is an
important act of ‘self-positioning’ (in contrast to being positioned by others), the result of
creative self-reflection. For Bhabha (1994), rephrasing Fanon, ‘the liberatory “people”
who initiate the productive instability of revolutionary cultural change are themselves the
bearers of a hybrid identity. They are caught in the discontinuous time of translation and
negotiation […]’ (55). Pema Tseden is also caught between conflicting forces. In this
sense, his films can be seen not a counter-cinema outside the system, but as a contesting
force within other existing cinemas (Western, Chinese or Tibetan-in-exile). Pema
Tseden’s work is thus better understood as a minor film, echoing in several aspects the
situation of many colonial or postcolonial filmmakers.

The Search is a film about the quest for a Tibetan essence that is necessarily a lost, bar-
ren pursuit. Building on this impasse, The Search ultimately seizes the state of transition
from a ‘yet-to-be’ people to a ‘real’ people, focusing on the instability of the characters
and their environment. The subjective construction of a Tibetan identity undertaken by
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The Search remarkably resists fixity or closure. It is this vision of a moving, changing Tibet
that defines Pema Tseden’s work and that is missing in many films about Tibet but also
about Chinese ethnic minorities in general. Fortunately, other Tibetan talented film-
makers have followed Pema Tseden in the making of a distinctive Tibetan cinema. Son-
thar Gyal (cinematographer of The Search) has made one more step in this direction with
his The Sun Beaten Path, also conceived as road movie, and even more explicitly as a pil-
grimage throughout Tibet. At the centre of the film is the redemption of a son who acci-
dentally killed his mother, yet the actual object is the search for a collective quiescence
and sanity in the midst of a brutal and ever-changing world. Pema Tseden and Sonthar
Gyal have achieved major prowess, standing out not only from other Chinese films but
also from the rigidity of the state-defined category of Chinese ethnic minority film.
Although these Tibetan filmmakers’ works are still included in the state-sponsored ‘Chi-
na’s ethnic film festival’ and related events, they have managed to create what Smyer Yu
(2014) calls a ‘transnational Tibetan cinema’: transnational in the connection between
Qinghai’s Tibetan regions and Beijing, between Tibetans and Chinese and Western audi-
ences, between Tibetans in and outside Tibet. Possibly, the situation of Tibet and the
international passionate debates it arouses make it a special case. Is a similar achievement
possible for Mongols, Uyghurs or other China’s ‘ethnic minorities’?

Notes

1. In this paper, Tibet refers to all the Tibetan areas in China, including the Tibetan Autonomous
Region (TAR, corresponding to the traditional region of U-Tsang) and Tibetan prefectures dis-
tributed in the provinces of Gansu, Qinghai, Sichuan and Yunnan and part of the traditional
Amdo and Kham regions. Tibetan cinema thus includes films made by Tibetans from any of
these Tibetan areas.

2. Selected short stories of Pema Tseden have been translated from Chinese and Tibetan into
French in Tseden (2013). Neige, Paris: Philippe Piquier. In Chinese, he published a few novels
and short stories, including Dashi zai Xizang (Lanzhou University Press, 2006), Liulang ge de
meng (Tibet People’s Press, 2011) and Manishi, jingjing de qiao (China’s Ethnic Photographic
Art Press, 2014). Pema Tseden also translated into Chinese Tibetan writer Takbum Gyalshort’s
story collection ‘The Song of Life’, which received the 2011 Minority Literary Award in Beijing:
Debenjia, Rensheng geyao, Qinghai’s People Press, 2012. He also translated selected Tibetan
popular tales into Chinese: Xizang: Shuo bu wan de gushi, Qinghai People’s Press, 2014. All his
publications in Chinese, as well as his first cinematographic works, are signed under his Chi-
nese name, Wanma Caidan.

3. His documentary work includes: The Weatherman’s Legacy (aka The Last Tibetan Shaman,
2004), The Gyuto Monlam (2007), Snow on the Bayan Har Mountain, Samye and The Guanyin
Hole in the Wutai Mountain (all in 2008).

4. The Silent Holy Stones won the Grand Jury Prize at Changchun Film Festival, the Best Director
award at Shanghai International Film Festival, the Best Directorial Debut award at the Beijing
Student Film Festival and the Golden rooster award for Best Directorial Debut. The film was
also selected by several international film festivals: Pusan International Film Festival; Hong
Kong International Film Festival; International Film Festival Rotterdam; San Francisco Inter-
national Film Festival; International Buddhist Film Festival.

5. The Search won the Grand Jury Prize in Shanghai and the Special Jury Prize in Bangkok. Old
Dog received the Golden DV award in Hong Kong. Both films were signed under his Tibetan
name. Besides, Pema Tseden, made Flares Wafting in 1983 (Lapa ku piaodang zai 1983, 2008)
under his Chinese name Wanma Caidan. The film is based on a novel by Wang Shiyue 王十
月. It follows a young man who attempts to go to college and meets various obstacles in his
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village. The film hasn’t been received any particular attention, possibly because it doesn’t focus
on Tibet and is shot in Mandarin with a Chinese cast. It was shown during the 2014 Hong
Kong Asian Film Festival in a retrospective of Pema Tseden’s films.

6. Tharlo is based on a short-story of the same name, written in Chinese and translated into
French by Brigitte Duzan in Neige. The film received the Golden Horse Award for Best
Adapted Screenplay and the Asia Pacific Screen Award (Cinematography) in 2015; it was also
awarded the Golden Wheel and the INALCO Jury Award in 2016.

7. See, for instance, Pema Tseden’s article “A Brief Introduction to New Student Short Films in
the Tibetan Language”, Latse Journal, vol. 7, 2011�2012, 58�62.

8. In his work on Tibetan films made in exile, Klieger points to a conscious and selective presen-
tation of self, mainly towards Western audiences, that he calls a ‘Tibetan hyperreality’. Such
romanticised self-presentation has precluded any challenge to this conventional image of
Tibet.

9. Among the most prominent Mongolian filmmakers in China, who emerged in the late 1980s,
are Mailisi and Saifu (1953-2005). They are well known for The Proud Son of Heaven: Genghis
Khan (Yidaitianjiao Cheng jisihan, 1997) and Heavenly Grasslands (Tianshang caoyuan,
2002). Mailisi is now working on a 3D IMAX epic on Genghis Khan to be released in 2015.
More recently, another Mongolian director Wuershan made a 3D blockbuster: Painted Skin:
The Resurrection (Huabi II, 2012), a sequel of Painted Skin Huabi, 2008) by Hong Kong direc-
tor Gordon Chan Ka-Seung. Other prominent Mongolian directors are: Ning Cai (My Mongo-
lian Mother, E ji, 2010), Hasichaolu (Zhula’s story, Zhula de gushi, 2000; Thangka, Tangka,
2012), and Zhuo Gehe (Nima’s woman, Nima jia de nuren, 2008; Degiide, Dejide, 2014).

10. Today’s Amdo is included in Qinghai, Sichuan and Gansu provinces.
11. Robin lists five films made between 2004 and 2008, including three by Pema Tseden (Grass-

land, The Silent Holy Stones and The Search), in which the supreme virtue of compassion is at
the centre of the plots. Robin notes that this phenomenon is a consequence of this revitalisa-
tion of Buddhist values.

12. Literally, dri means ‘defilement’, me(d) means ‘none’ and kun ldan ‘fully, utterly’: so drime
kunden is ‘completely pure’. I would like to thank Dr Michael Radich for his translation and
for referring me to Ghosh’s article.

13. For a translation and interpretation of Vessantara, see Margaret Cone and Richard Gombrich
(1977, 2011), The Perfect Generosity of Prince Vessentara: A Buddhist Epic, Bristol: The Pali
Text Society. An early translation is also available in E. B. Cowell and W. H. D. Rouse, 1895.
The Jataka, or, Stories of the Buddha’s Former Births. London: The Pali Text Society. In Tibet,
versions of the tale vary regionally and through time. For a translation (into French) of the
lhamo play Drime Kunden, see Jacques Bacot (1914), ‘Drimekunden, une version tib�etaine du
Vessantara Jataka’, Journal asiatique, XI (4): 221�305. An English translation is also available:
Denison Ross (1912). The Story of Ti-Med-Kun-Den: A Tibetan Nam-Thar, Calcutta: Baptist
Mission Press. In Chinese, see Tsering Thar (Ch. Cairangtai) (1988). ‘“Zhimei gengdeng” chu-
tan’, Tibetan studies 3.

14. The tale evolved from a storytelling practice supported by picture scrolls to written texts in the
fourteenth century. See Wang (1986) and Blondeau (2001). During the seventeenth century,
Drime Kunden was turned into a drama (lhamo) that combines narrative in prose or verse and
chanted dialogues accompanied by dance, percussions, masks and colourful costumes. The
Tibetan drama record usually includes eight plays: Princess Wencheng, Maiden Nagndsa,
Prince Drime Kunden, Maiden Drowa Sangmo, Maiden Subkyi Nyima, Brothers Donyo
and Dondrup, Padma Obar, and Prince Norsang. For more on Tibetan opera, see Isabelle
Henrion-Doucy (2004). Ache Lhamo: Playing in/on the Tibetan Theatrical Tradition, PhD
diss., Universit�e libre de Bruxelles/ Paris EPHE.

15. Techung’s songs are featured in Dreaming Lhasa (2005) by Tenzing Sonam and Ritu Sarin;
Tibet: Cry of the Snow Lion (2002) by E. Edwards; Windhorse (1998) by Paul Wagner, Ce qu’il
reste de nous (2004) by Hugo Latulippe; and many others.

16. The words are: ‘Akhu Pema ye/ on your return, the youths rejoice/ without you my heart is
empty’. The song is in Amdo dialect and as a consequence is not understood by all Tibetans,
which complicates the idea of a hidden ‘message’ in the song addressed to ‘all’ Tibetans in the

JOURNAL OF CHINESE CINEMAS 117



world. Palgon is also well-known outside Tibet: Uncle Pema won the Best Lyrics award at the
2003 Tibetan Music Awards (based in Dharamsala, India), the same year as Techung’s most
famous song, Losar.

17. As pointed out by Kwai-Cheung Lo (2013),

The Silent Holy Stones reportedly was manipulated by Beijing to serve as a rebuttal to Tenzing
Sonam and Ritu Sarin’s Dreaming Lhasa. The two films opened in New York on the same
day: Dreaming Lhasa at ImaginAsian Theatre, and The Silent Holy Stones at the Lincoln
Center. Chinese authorities reportedly permitted film festivals to screen The Silent Holy Stones
on condition that no Tibetan films produced outside China were screened with it. (180)
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