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SYNOPSIS

A Mongolian nomad family find themselves in disagreement when the oldest daughter, Nansal, finds a stray dog and brings it home. Believing that it may be responsible for attacking his sheep, her father refuses to allow her to keep it. When it’s time for the family to move on, Nansal must decide whether to defy her father and take her new friend with them. Oscar-nominated director Byambasuren Davaa’s follow up to the hugely successful THE STORY OF THE WEEPING CAMEL is a thought provoking mix of documentary and drama that tells the story of the age-old bond between man and dog, a bond which experiences a new twist through the eternal cycle of reincarnation in Mongolia.

Q AND A WITH BYAMBASUREN DAVAA, DIRECTOR OF THE CAVE OF THE YELLOW DOG 

How surprised were you by the success of The Story of the Weeping Camel? 

“Very. Nobody was expecting that, and I was really surprised by the success of the camel film. It certainly made funding the second film easier!” 

What interests you in blurring documentary and fiction in THE CAVE OF THE YELLOW DOG? 

“Lots of different things came together. What I wanted to do was document my culture, which is in a state of flux, a state of change. It’s also a culture that has a very strong storytelling tradition. I wanted to bring the two things together - the narrative tradition and the documentation. That’s how I worked with the nomads on the set. Their philosophy is that we are people who can adapt to nature, but we shouldn’t adapt nature to ourselves. With that philosophy in mind, we made the film. I tried to fit into their lifestyle and not to try and change the way they lived and the way they did things for the film. So it was their attitudes that developed as we were shooting the film - it’s a respect for people that’s being expressed.” 

Were you concerned that the Batchuluun nomad family might not be comfortable in front of the cameras? 

“It was like a game in many ways. There was no guarantee that a film would actually come out of it at the end. I wanted to document something certainly, but to get to that goal was a very stony path. It was the kids and the family who ultimately led us to that goal. We didn’t ultimately know how we were going to get there. “ 

Why does your film concentrate on specific, everyday details of the life of the nomads? For example how they make cheese or how they take down the yurt. 

“The cheese is a good example - it’s an example of reincarnation. The cows eat the grass and produce the milk. It’s made into cheese, we eat it, and it’s a whole circle that repeats itself. 

The taking down of the yurt is one of my favourite scenes in the film, although in the process of that they are building up and supporting their own culture. The nomads are satisfied with so little. Because they are moving around the whole time, inevitably they can’t take unnecessary things around with them. They have the basic things they need. They have one cup, rather than a different glass for water, wine, champagne, and they have one set of cutlery for different types of food. In my language taking down the yurt leaves a stamp mark on the ground. You have to apologize for what you have actually done to the ground. Blessing the ground is a nice thought.” 

Was it easier to direct the nomads this time around? 

“Dealing with the nomads hadn’t really changed - the benefit I’d learnt from the camel film was more how to deal with the Western team. In the camel film I felt overstretched - you’d have the Western team wanting one thing and the locals wanting something else. They were both right in their ways, but it was very hard to resolve it if they fought each other over it. What I did in this case was to tackle the problem myself, and act as a mediator. I had more preparation this time. I interviewed every member of the team myself, and explained to them what it was all about. As a result I had very good relationships. It was a real team that made this film. This was made possible by what I learnt from the camel film. When we made that film everything was new for all of us. “ 

Where was your creative team drawn from for THE CAVE OF THE YELLOW DOG? 

“All the creative people were from Germany. Most were students. Actually at the last minute our sound man in the camel film said that he was a vegetarian, and he only announced this on the plane. Being a vegetarian is suicide in Mongolia, but it was far too late at that point. He spent most of his time in bed, because he was usually sick, and the rest of the team had to do the sound.” 

Why do you often photograph scenes in THE CAVE OF THE YELLOW DOG in medium and long shot? 

“Obviously they are not real actors, they are not professional actors. If you get too close to amateur actors, it can be a problem. We didn’t want them to know what was really happening. We were almost secretive about it. For example with the children playing, we’d let them think that the camera wasn’t on. We didn’t want them to know that we were filming. We were always on standby, so we didn’t go so close. 

A close-up has a very powerful cinematic effect. If you’re in this observant position though, it would be strange to have close-ups. “ 

How did cinema come into your life in Mongolia? 

“Originally I wanted to be an actress, and I went to drama school in Ullan Ulaanbaatar in Mongolia. One day a TV producer came along looking for a presenter to moderate a childrens’ programme and I got that job. Then I moved into film-making. In terms of watching films I didn’t have any access to global film history. We did see films from socialist countries, those from our own country and especially those from Russia and East Germany.” 

Why did you decide to study film in Germany? 

“Film school was too expensive in London. In Germany you didn’t have to pay to study, and there was a cultural connection between East Germany and Mongolia.” 

What most fascinates you about film-making? 

“Observing people. Today I’m in London, doing interviews, so it’s a foreign country for me. I don’t have any problem going around in a foreign country. The exciting thing is to be in a culture where you don’t understand the language and you are an observer. It’s almost an obsession for me! I like sitting on a bus and watching people and speculating about what goes on in their lives.” 

THE CAVE OF THE YELLOW DOG seems both to remind the viewer of what they have in common with nomads in Mongolia and the enormous differences in their lives. 

“We’re all the same across the world, although our situations are very different, and we may perceive things very differently. I think the film succeeds because the Western audience sees themselves in this film. We once had the ability to communicate with nature. Somewhere we have these primordial signals within us, and a Western audience can recognize that.” 

What do the nomads make of the film? 

“The mother and father have seen it three times and the mother cried three times. In the scene where you see her on top of the cliff looking down at the little boy with the vultures, those are actually tricks of the camera, but it affected them very deeply. 

The first time we watched the film it was just the five of us, and they said ‘Yes that’s us’. The next time we watched it in a small town. Then we took it to Ulaanbaatar where the father was going to visit someone in a hospital. There the film was premiered at a proper cinema, and there was a reception at the German embassy. The mother was very cool. She got asked about the relationship between herself and the children. She said that she had no time to spare and that they grew up on their own, doing their own thing. She couldn’t understand why anyone was interested in them.” 

Can the nomads continue their way of life? 

“It depends on the political situation. At the moment the land isn’t privatized so you can move around freely. Of course in say 20 or 30 years the shepherds will have their mobiles and their cars and their computers. But if the land is privatized, you won’t be able to move freely and it will all be over and I could only make this sort of thing with professional actors. What fascinates me is recording how these people live now and in the present.” 

Are you planning a third film in that part of the world? 

“Perhaps! I’ve got lots of ideas, but I have to wait until one comes to fruition. At the moment I’m in Germany and I’m going to go back to Ulaanbaatar in Mongolia at the end of May. When I was there last September, and one of the cinemas had become a bank, and the other a Christian Church.” 

DIRECTORS BIOGRAPHY

Byambasuren Davaa was born in 1971 in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. From 1989 to 1994 she worked as speaker and assistant director at the Mongolian Public TV. From 1993 to 1995 she studied international law at the University of Ulaanbaatar and from 1995 to 1998 she attended the Mongolian Film Academy. From 1999 to 2005 she studied documentary film making at the Munich Film School (HFF). THE CAVE OF THE YELLOW DOG is her diploma film at the HFF. The filmmakers previous production THE STORY OF THE WEEPING CAMEL performed successfully on internationally and was Oscar nominated. 
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