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WENTY years ago, at a time when
Nepali women enjoyed far fewer personal liberties than they have begun
to now, before the equal rights movement had gained the kind of
momentum it’s seen in recent times, Pasang
Lhamu Sherpa had emerged a welcome anomaly. Uneducated, and coming from a relatively
conservative background, Sherpa had shocked
the country, taking on the challenge of scaling
Mount Everest, and becoming, on April 22,
1993, the first Nepali woman to complete the
climb, and the second in the world after Junko
Tabei of Japan, who had done the same in 1975.

Although she passed away while she and her
team of five were making the descent from the
summit, Sherpa’s unprecedented achievement
became a veritable beacon for the cause of
women in Nepal, proving as it did that
resilience, strength and courage were not the
property of men alone.
The government of Nepal consequently
declared Sherpa a National Luminary in 2002, as
well as naming the Jasama Himal (7,315m) in
the Mahalangur Range and the 117-kilometre
Trishuli-Dhunche road after her—her image
has even been printed on stamps. A statue of
Pasang Lhamu has been erected at Bouddha,
and she was the first women to be honoured
with the Nepal Tara. But more significant than
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Nancy Anne Svendsen is an independent filmmaker
based in northern California who has been working on
a film titled The Glass Ceiling based on Pasang Lhamu
Sherpa’s story. The 70-minute documentary explores the
various challenges Sherpa encountered before and during her climb, and includes interviews with Pasang’s
family, friends, and climbing associates. The film’s trailer was screened at Le Sherpa in Panipokhari in the
Capital on April 22 in the presence of an assortment of
guests including Sherpa’s eldest brother. The Post chatted
with Svendsen about the concept behind the production,
as well as the making of the film. Excerpts:
Why did you zone in on this particular story?
What was your link to Sherpa?
Pasang’s brother, Ang Dorje, is married to my sister
Kareen. It was three years back, when we were having
dinner, that he told me all about his sister and what
she’d achieved, the details of it all. It was such an
incredible account that I knew right then I had to do
something.
What was it that sparked off the idea to do a
film on her?
It was deeply moving, what I heard, and I felt an immediate connection to her. I started digging into whatever
I could find about her life. As a filmmaker and storyteller myself, I felt almost responsible to bring her story
to a larger public, a global audience, because really, this
is the sort of inspirational tale that extends beyond the
boundaries of geography or culture. So I came to Nepal
to continue my research and began collecting footage.
That was how the process kicked off.
What sort of response did you get from the
people you talked to here?
I found that her spirit was still very much alive here. I
went to her home in Surke, in Solukhumbu, which is a
beautiful little village, and her memories were naturally very strong there. What helped was the fact that I was
able to get up close with people who knew her personally, her friends and family, and they were all very happy
to tell me whatever they could about her. The Nepali
crew that I worked with was also very accommodating and helped me out a great deal in both the
research and filming processes.
What was the one quality Pasang possessed
that you think made her so iconic?
Her determination, no doubt. I mean, here she
was, born to an ethnic minority, a housewife
who had never gone to school, and look at what
she was able to do. And all because she set her
mind to it. It’s amazing.
How far along is the film?
About 75 percent of the production
work has been completed, but we
still have some additional footage
to shoot before finishing it off.
Hopefully, it’ll be done within a
year.

these formal acknowledgements have been the
various philanthropic missions that were
spurred on by her feats and the deeper impact
she has had on how women in Nepal perceive
themselves.
In an attempt to keep Sherpa’s memory
alive, and to bring to fruition her professed
dream of empowering women and promoting
mountaineering,
the
Pasang
Lhamu
Mountaineering Foundation (PLMF) was set up
the year she made the climb, with its headquarters at Dhumbarai. “We wanted to continue the
good work she would’ve no doubt taken on had
she come back,” says Bachchu Narayan
Shrestha, the general secretary of PLMF.
Since 2002, PLMF has opened an indoor
climbing wall on its premises, for interested
climbers to use for training. Besides this, the
foundation has also been running the Pasang
Lhamu Sherpa Memorial Higher Secondary
School and College in Samakhusi, where more
than 1,800 students from poor and marginalised
communities from all over Nepal are enrolled,
at minimal fees. “Additionally, we’ve been operating the Pasang Lhamu-Nicole Niquille
Hospital in Lukla since 2005, where we offer free
maternity treatment, including food and
accommodation, as well as other basic treatments at very low rates for the benefit of those
who aren’t able to afford expensive hospital
facilities,” Shrestha says. “It’s what Pasang envisioned.”
Ang Dorjee, Sherpa’s eldest brother, who
lives in the US, and is currently in Nepal to mark
the 20th anniversary of his sister’s climb, attests
to his sister’s far-sighted aspirations. “Pasang
was that way, even as a child,” he says. “She
always wanted to make things better for other
people, people who didn’t have advantages
growing up, because she knew what it was like
for them.” He adds that it’s been incredible to
see what her achievements have wrought in
their wake; 21 women have since scaled Everest.

We remember Sherpa’s
courage and the inspiration
her feats have offered to
women all over the country

“She might not be with us anymore, but she’s
done this amazing thing…she’s shown Nepali
women, and women around the world, that
they shouldn’t underestimate themselves, that
nothing is impossible.”
To be sure, there are few acquainted with
her feats who can claim to not feel buoyed by
her courage. “I was in the fifth grade when I first
read Pasang didi’s story, and it was just mindblowing to learn about how she overcame all
these obstacles—having to look after her three
siblings, her responsibilities as a mother, all of
it,” says 29-year-old Shailee Basnet, coordinator
of the Everest Women Seven Summits EcoAction team, a group of female climbers who
have so far scaled four out of the seven peaks on
their to-do list, including Everest in 2008, Mount
Elbrus in Russia and Kosciusko in Australia in
2010, and most recently Mount Kilimanjaro in
Africa, just a little over a month ago. “I don’t
think any of us would be here if she hadn’t done
what she did,” Basnet says emphatically.
Another well-known female climber who
claims to have been directly inspired by Sherpa’s
story is 29-year-old Chhurim Sherpa, who set a
Guinness World Record on February 25 this year
as the first Nepali woman to climb Everest twice
in one season. “Pasang didi opened the door for
us,” she says. “Anytime I’m on a climb, and
things get difficult, I think of how she must’ve
felt and what she would’ve done.
“I know I can’t give up because she didn’t
give up.”

METAL sheet with a geometrical Ganesh—depicted bare in triangles—
hangs over tinted glass
doors of the Park Gallery in
Pulchowk. Beyond the entrance, the
lobby and its museum are exclusively
furnished in the memory of one of
Nepal’s first contemporary voices: RN
Joshi.
The gallery, however, will be given
over to a new, and previously unseen,
set of expressions with tomorrow’s
opening of Ukus Mukus—a collection
of prints, collages, photography and
multimedia installation that delves
into the daily routines of Kathmandu.
What drives that examination is the
very longing to relive a given premise
with the fruitful observance of new
visual rhetoric, a dictum shared by RN
Joshi and the two exhibiting artists.
‘Ukus mukus’ is a term that signifies confusion and uneasiness; the
word itself denotes ambivalence, an
inability to precisely vent a certain feeling. It is neither good nor bad, just a
reality. The namesake exhibition, in
this regard, represents an atypical
opportunity for the artists to explore an
unsettling yet familiar tone of the city.
Forsaking the romantic notions of its
urbanscape (which have been duplicated in a plethora of works by Nepali
artists in the past), Kanchan Burathoki

the stills. While her desaturated photographs lack human presence, the pivotal record is abuzz with human
action, still centered on terraces. This
will be presented in the manner of
CCTV footage, running concurrently
on the same screen. Kakshapati hopes
this will convey her observation of the
city “without a definite agenda,” a
casual mode where expectations do
not precede the act of looking.
Compared to the external and visible moments in Kakshapati’s works,
her partner in art does the opposite by
internalising Kathmandu. Burathoki’s
works are presented in different media
but it is personal throughout. It is poetic and harsh, founded on her memories, and cherished in her words. An
avid blogger and writer, she balances
words with pictures in simple language
to create a brilliant friction between
innocence and simplicity—two utterly
different qualities.
Like Kakshapati, Burathoki’s works
also develop in some instances from
photographs, and in others, from
sketches. The idea for her motif of
choice had come about during a presentation at her college. When she had
shown a number of images from
Kathmandu, someone had pointed out
the abundance of electrical wires. “It
was so common for me that I hadn’t
thought much of it,” she says. Inspired,
she began creating prints using tangled
threads and collages from her photo-
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and Palistha Kakshapati present their
views in a subjective narrative, mostly
in rejection of the commonplace identity we bestow the city.
Through conscious arrangement of
the city’s visual dimensions, the artists
hope to preemptively strike against
their viewers’ casual observation of
their surroundings. This the artists
achieve not through their unified setting (Kathmandu as the theme) but
from a varied approach that packs this
otherwise modicum collection of artworks with an individualistic punch.
Burathoki and Kakshapati had met
during their formative years at
Budhanilakantha school, one a year
senior to the other. After graduation,
each had travelled to a different corner
of the world to study art. Kakshapati
had left for Australia, whereas
Burathoki moved to the US’ east coast,
on a whole other ocean front. But what
binds them together now is the lovehate relationship they have with the
city they left behind and eventually
rediscovered.
For Kakshapati, Kathmandu is a
city where “some feel claustrophobic”
while others thrive amid its crowded
lanes. “Here is both an invasion of privacy and the comfort of a public life,”
she says. In preparation for her installation, Kakshapati photographed
neighbouring terraces from rooftops in
different localities. “Our Nepaliness is
reflected in the things that we see on
terraces, what is inside is on top.” She
believes we can draw conclusions
about a household by what is on display on their roofs. Kakshapati’s collection of photographs also tugs at other
common threads in the Kathmandu
lifestyle. The struggle for water is one
such motif for the artist, with the
blacktop tanks appearing in most of
her pictures.
The photographs, however, are a
minor part of an installation primarily
focused on videos—footage the artist
recorded from the same locations as

graphs. Arranging cut outs of electrical
posts and cables in symmetrical grids
with selective palates of coloured sky in
between, Burathoki reinvents our
wired city. “I started with large blocks,
but you could tell they were wires; with
these smaller blocks, it is not as obvious.” And it really isn’t. From far, the
colours with the juxtaposed black lines
create a patched work of indescribable
openness but with hints of claustrophobia still lingering within.
Burathoki’s prints in stark comparison are less about the city and more
inclusive of its influence on the artist
herself. Tea with friends, or the sight of
a wandering cow in the streets, perhaps a pomegranate tree she remembers evicted by a bare-brick house,
each one is complimented by one of
her compositions. Without titles or
clues to the succeeding text/image, the
artist expects her viewers to think of
her work as a puzzle and “put in some
effort”; it is certainly reassuring then to
know that the artist herself is curating
her pieces.
For now, ‘ukus mukus’ is more
anticipation than anything for the
artists. Their first show is bound to
bring a mix of criticisms and/or praiseunderstandable, considering their
methods are to be scrutinised by a
community plagued by conservatism
and politics. “I remember when we
were delivering our invitation cards to
senior artists, many of them asked ‘you
went to art school, so what do you
paint?’” says Kakshapati. Burathoki, on
the other hand, is more concerned
about now being at the receiving end of
the reviews. “I have written about
many artists who might visit the exhibition, hopefully their opinions will be
constructive,” says the artist as she prepares to hang her works.
Ukus Mukus will be on exhibition
at Park Gallery, Pulchowk, from
April 28-May 12. Gallery is
closed on Saturdays

