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introduction
Australia PAB would like to thank all the filmmakers
involved in the first ever Hmong short film festival in Australia.
We are grateful for the film submissions we have received,
knowing how much work and effort goes into their creations.
We understand that there is context to the work that
these filmmakers do, with depth of thought and processes
involved. This brief edition includes interviews with several
filmmakers, seeking to provide contexts which may allow for
greater understandings and insights into the motivations
and aspirations of these filmmakers and their work.
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Interviews

Kao Choua Vue
Interviewed by
Vanghoua Anthony Vue
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Kao Choua Vue is an independent documentary
filmmaker and has worked in youth media for
10 years. She enjoys youth media because she
believes it's an important tool that empowers
youth and gives them a voice. She received a B.A.
in Urban Studies from the University of Minnesota,
Minneapolis, with a focus on the cultural and
social aspects of cities. In 2010, she founded the
International Qhia Dab Neeg (storytelling) Film
Festival which takes place annually in St. Paul,
Minnesota. That same year, Kao Choua received
the Jerome Travel and Study Grant which allowed
her to travel to Laos in 2014. Her video titled, ‘Tso
Plig: Let the Spirit Fly’ was accepted in the 2011
MNTV Showcase. Currently, she is working on a
short narrative about a Hmong refugee family
in the 1980’s in Minnesota, cultural tensions
and assimilation. This project is funded by the
Minnesota State Arts Board, Cultural Community
Collaboration Grant which was awarded to Jason
Ho and Kao Choua in 2015.

Q. Hi Kao Choua. Thanks for being
involved in Peb Lub Neej Hmong
Short Film Festival here in Australia.
It’s a great pleasure to be able to
have your film to be screened and
viewed by both Hmong Australian
audiences and the wider Cairns
community. First of all, what
inspired you to begin documentary
filmmaking, and more specifically,
documentary filmmaking around
Hmong themes?

Hmong history during the Vietnam War lacks documentation and was a secret war

Q. In your recent film, ‘Soul Calling
in Laos’ you travel to Laos for
the first time, and this has been
something you’ve wanted to
do to understand your parent’s
teachings. Would you be able
to share with us, what part of
your parent’s teachings has
influenced or impacted you the
most to make this trip?

My travel to Laos was inspired by the cultural differences and traditional

that the Hmong partook in the 1960’s and 1970’s. My father served in the Vietnam
War against communism along with other Hmong men. I had little resources
to learn about Hmong history and to understand my identity. Also, the Hmong
language wasn’t written until the late 1950’s. My parents didn’t learn how to read
or write Hmong and this disabled many generations from writing their stories. The
traditional oral storytelling was how the Hmong passed down their stories but
it changed for my generation as we grew up Westernized, in America. If I didn’t
document my family’s stories, who would? I felt I was responsible to do everything
in my power to tell the Hmong stories so that other Hmong people can access our
history. Future Hmong children can learn about the sacrifices and struggles of the
Hmong people. Their identity wouldn’t be lost.

implementations by my parents that I struggled with growing up. It was difficult
accepting the bicultural identity as Hmong and American as they both contradict
each other in practice, tradition and lifestyle. A good Hmong daughter would cook
and clean for her entire family, dress conservatively, have long black hair, stay
home and do as she was told. I defied my parents’ teachings to be a good Hmong
daughter and struggled to understand the values they wanted to instil in me. I
wanted to learn about their homeland and along with it, their stories of endless
hours in the sun as farmers, hunger, poverty, family values, war and hopelessness.
I have family in Laos who I can proudly say, is my uncle. I needed to experience
Laos so that I can understand the depths of my parents’ hope for me.
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Q. I n the film, there are moments where you’ve included certain snippets of family members speaking
to your family back home in America. Personally, what struck out most from these short recordings is
this very deep hurt of separation, and very strong longing to be reunited. It begins as a recording, but
it very soon develops into something which seems to go beyond the lens of the camera. It feels almost
as if the lens isn’t there, as if your family members were talking directly to those in America: the lens
as a gateway, and the tyranny of distance gone. And it’s very powerful, piercing through the screen and
to viewers. And you know this is something I’ve seen in my own family recordings. When my dad first
returned back to Laos about a decade ago, he recorded the family members there, talking intentionally
to family members both in Australia and elsewhere. My question I guess is what role do you think film
plays, and could play further, in enabling us to bridge the pain of separation, distance, and time?

Before film, there were tape cassette letters. Before tape cassette letters, there were hand-written letters. These 3 means
of communication has only been acquainted in the Hmong community in the last 40 years. Film plays an important role
in preserving the memory of my parents’ generation and allows them to reminisce about the life before war, deaths and
the Hmong diaspora. Unfortunately, filming is a harsh reminder of lost time; Ten years later, we see the deepen wrinkles
on our faces and develop health issues that limits future physical connections. We can only film to preserve a moment in
time and hope for future generations to value the predicament of the war that now is part of their history.

Q. A
 fter this initial trip, what are your thoughts on a return trip in the future?

I hope I can return to capture the life of the people and give honor to their values and work. I
hope that I can create opportunities and connections between Laos and America. I have so much
opportunities and possibilities that I hope I can bring to the Hmong in Laos as we are transforming
into the digital age.
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Q. This brings me to thoughts on trauma and healing. I remember our talk, quite
a few months ago now, you said something about this. I can’t quite recall, but
I think you said something like there is trauma from this past, but it has not
yet been adequately dealt with and thus, we have yet to begin the healing
process. Would you be able to expand on this?

My father fought in the Vietnam War for the Americans and my mother abandoned her home
when she was 17 when the communist raided their village. My grandparents’ generation was also
in war with the French against the Japanese. My great grandparents lived during the revolt against
the French. Three generations before that, we escaped China’s regime. The Hmong have always
been on survival mode and had no room to heal and no land to claim as their country. They’ve only
wanted peace and this came at a price of war and extermination. We’ve escaped and others quietly
disappeared into thin air. Some people dare not utter what they bear witness to while others wish
to tell their stories so they are not forgotten.
When my parents immigrated to the United States, it was difficult for them to adopt a new life.
They’ve seen deaths. They’ve lost family and friends. They left everything behind. They look at their

“Some people dare not utter what they bear
witness to while others wish to tell their stories
so they are not forgotten.“

children for hope and some kind of warrior as they have been. That their children will be half the
woman and man they were. But the war ended. The past only remains a haunting memory. Their
children are required to go to school. They have to adapt into society and pretend that their past
was only a nightmare they no longer need to fear. They ask themselves, who am I? A great soldier,
mayor or protector of their family is now only a janitor or working on the assembly line at a factory.
There’s no one to talk to about these thoughts and no one who would understand. This is the
trauma that lives in many victims of war from the Hmong perspective.
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Q. In your opinion, do you think documentary film has been a tool underutilised
within our Hmong community to interrogate and understand the past, to
record old and create new oral stories, and to allow for a greater diversity of
voices to be seen and heard?
I think documentary film is underutilized because people didn’t have the opportunity to learn the
tool. The Hmong people were still trying to learn about their new home in a new country, whether
that is America, France, Australia or Thailand - they had to learn the basic needs to survive. It
is entrusted to individuals like myself who is searching for answers of identity, to take on the
responsibility to document and preserve the Hmong voices of today. I have the privilege to do this.
For my parents’ generation, they innately practiced oral history which they hoped to pass on to their
children. Documentary film is the intermediary between oral history and writing which is the closest
way to document stories.

Q. W
 hat’s coming up for Kao Choua Vue? And where are your plans expected to
take you in the far future?
I hope to continue my work as a documentary filmmaker to document people’s stories and connect
communities together. I hope to take my work to an international scale with developing countries
and underserved communities so they have a voice in the media. In doing so, I hope their stories
may be recognized in order to create long-term social change. My first and natural focus will still
be the Hmong people in Southeast Asia. I hope to travel back there and possibly China to unite the
Hmong communities throughout the world.
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Thank you for your time and all the best.
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Interviews
Roger Lor is a Sydneysider who works in the
pharmacy industry. In his spare time, he engages
in the creative industries. Specifically, in music and
filmmaking.
Welcome aboard, Roger, to AustraliaPAB’s Peb Luj
Neej Hmong Short-Film Festival.

Q. First of all, tell us a little about yourself—growing up in
Sydney, where you’re working now, and how you came to
finding filmmaking as a hobby.

Q. What is it about telling
stories in movie format
that appeals to you most?

Being able to visualise, feel and almost experience the story itself.

Q. The movie you’ll be screening
at the festival is entitled Game
Addicts—how did you conceive
this idea and what was involved
in the movie-making process?

Time frame was my biggest challenge. I was notified of the event about seven
weeks beforehand. The first week was purely pen to paper, gathering ideas,
writing scripts, and writing the story. The weekends were reserved for lights,
camera and action and the weekdays were kept for editing and preparations for
the weekend shoots. The second week, I invested in props, camera utilities and
subscriptions to new editing software. Thanks to YouTube tutorials, learning the
new software’s wasn’t an issue.
How I came across the plot? At first I wasn’t sure how I would write a creative story
based on Peb Lub Neej. Most of my ideas come from life experiences; therefore

Sydney is my hometown where I lived most my life. Growing up as a kid, I’ve

I based it on my high school years. The movie is intended to raise awareness to

always had the drive and ambition to be creative, competitive and be recognised

young individuals who may be or is in the same boat I was in years ago. Basically,

for my efforts. Although I have many hobbies, filmmaking is one of the few that

I allowed virtual reality to become my reality. I was so engaged that video games

keeps me thrilled and keeps my mind occupied. It almost feels as though life is

became my health, fitness and social life. I also fell in love with the so called “girls

Interviewed by

great, bright and is on track when I do what I love doing most. Having reserved

who played games” who lived on the other side of the world. HAHA jokes! That

Toby Vue

characteristics, I find that through filmmaking, I am able to express myself

happened to a friend of mine.

Roger Lor

and share my life experiences and stories freely. I currently work in Hospital
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pharmacy, which contributes handsomely to my film productions.
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Q. Which part of the process was most enjoyable
and which part was the least enjoyable?

The most enjoyable part about making this movie would be the gathering
of ideas, story writing and the end product. The least enjoyable parts were
the sleepless nights and extra caffeine intake at work.

Q. I n the future, would you like to enter filmmaking full-time if you could?

It is a dream and life goal to have filmmaking as my full-time career. My plan for the
near future is to expand my film crew and work towards being screened worldwide.

“It is a dream and life goal to have filmmaking
as my full-time career.“

Q. You’ll be attending the film festival night in Cairns as well—is this
the first time in FNQ? And what else do you look forward to in Cairns
besides screening your movie and catching up with other filmmakers?

No, not the first time. I was born in FNQ (Innisfail) before moving to Sydney. Apart from
screening my film and catching up with other film makers, I look forward to being away
from the cold Sydney mornings.
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Q. Hi Ka. Thanks for being involved in Peb Lub Neej Hmong Short Film Festival here in
Australia. I just wanted to gain a better insight into you and your work. First up, I’m
interested in knowing how you got involved in both filmmaking and photography?

Ka Xiong graduated from Souphanouvong
University, majoring in English. Ka is from a
small village named Phavieng in Luang Prabang
Province. He is a freelance photographer and
filmmaker in Luang Prabang.
Ka has practiced photography for 3 years, finding
photography a great means to develop a keener
sense of attention to the minute and mundane
details in life. His films depict daily life in Laos,
which includes stories of the everyday, travels, and
Hmong traditions.
Ka intends to continue both photography and
film in future endeavours, whilst also teaching
photography and cinematography to the young
people in Luang Prabang.

Ka Xiong

I started my photography in 2007 by going to @ My Library, a fine library here in Luang Prabang. I could
borrow a small digital point and shoot camera there. I got feed back from professional photographers
from abroad who volunteered to share their knowledge with us young Lao photographers. I learned from
them that there is a lot more to photography than just pointing and shooting a nice image. I am sharing
that knowledge by teaching the basics to younger generation of library users. My photo project Spirit World
brought me to Vientiane, Phnom Penh and Paris, where four of my pictures were exhibited in Photoquaie
2010. In 2010 Adri Berger, a Dutch filmmaker, came into town and set up a film workshop at the library. I
participated with five others and got hooked on that form of expression. Since then I have participated in
workshops in Laos and abroad. I started to make my own short films. And again, I teach basic filmmaking to
the younger generations here in Luang Prabang. Which is also a wonderful way of learning for myself.

Q. Are there any films or filmmakers, whose works have been most influential to you
and the way you approach your work?

Yes, there are and as I said I really start with photography. The photographer who inspires me most is Paul

Interviewed by

Wager. He is an Australian photographer and he lives now in Luang Prabang Laos. The films I really like and have

Vanghoua Anthony Vue

been influenced by in my work are Searching for Sugar Man directed by Malik Bendjelloul: Waste Land directed
by Lucy Walker; Doodlebug directed by Christopher Nolan; and 12 Years a Slave directed by Steve McQueen.
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Q. At the end of the film, there is a quote there by the Hmong man, which he concludes by saying, “But
this was just a saying back in the old days.” How important do you think Hmong oral history plays in the
transference and creation of history, stories, memories, and values?

For Hmong people in Laos all stories, all ideas and rules of behavior go from mouth to mouth. Grandparents tell stories, parents
and other adult family members tell how one should behave, which ceremonies should be kept, what should be done at certain
occasions. The father did not look into a book how to make a flute, he learnt from his father or his uncle.

Q. What role do you think new media, such as film and photography can play in continuing Hmong oral
traditions and other art forms?
Q. In your film, ‘Melody of Bamboo’, the story follows a Hmong man, and his journey and process to creating
a bamboo flute. What I found really interesting though, was the opening scene. It’s a really noisy and
cluttered scene, and the way you filmed it made me feel extremely stressed. Do you find this ‘chaoticness’ part of daily life in Luang Prabang and surrounding villages?

I think new media can help to preserve some of what until now only existed in the oral traditions.

Yes, it most certainly can be in the big extended families in the countryside, where elderly, adults, teenagers and children live
in rather small houses close to each other. Maybe I exaggerated a bit for the sake of the film. It is not a documentary. It is the
perception of the family father, who feels stressed by all that is going on around him. He wants to restore a certain kind of harmony
by music and he finds the harmony in himself by making the flute. I wanted it to be in a sharp contrast with the noisy, very busy part
of the film. By the way, it is not only in the village, life can be very chaotic in the city.
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Q. You teach photography and cinematography to young people in Luang Prabang, would you be
able to tell me, what’s the level of interest among young people there in regards to learning and
expressing themselves through these two platforms?

Until now the level of interest is high. For photography we have plenty of people who want to join. For film we have four
groups every year of young people who like to try their hand at filming, directing, acting etc. Of course for many of them it
is a hobby or a one-time adventure, but there are also participants who really engage in the work and on them we need to
build. I think ‘expressing yourself’ is not something a person in this country considers he can do. Still many participants from
classes and workshops express themselves clearly through photograph and film. The medium is the message.

Q. What’s coming up for Ka Xiong? And where are your plans expected to take you in the far future?

“I think ‘expressing yourself’ is not something a
person in this country considers he can do.“

In the second half of this year I’m planning to make a new film. It will be a short feature film, not a documentary. I think it’s
time for me to discover this area of filmmaking. It will also be much longer than I did before. A film of about 20 minutes. I
plan to set up a studio where I can work properly. The space will also be used for workshops for my fellow filmmakers and
photographers. I hope we can involve other visual artists and musicians too. It must become a vibrant and productive studio
for media and art, where professional artists and people, who aspire to become professionals, join together, discuss and
learn in workshop with Lao and foreign professional artist. And seek ways together to show, promote and sell their work.
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Q. Hi Magnolia. Thanks for being involved in Peb Lub Neej Hmong Short Film Festival here in Australia.
It’s a great pleasure to be able to have your film to be screened and viewed by both Hmong Australian
audiences and the wider Cairns community. First of all, how did you get involved with dance?

MAGNOLIA YANG SAO YIA (YSY) is an artist and
activist whose passions include intersecting social
justice and dance, nurturing and empowering
youth and women of color, and investigating
and exploring the contemporary and diasporic
Hmong identity in America and Hmong dance.
YSY identifies herself as a Hmong woman located
in the United States, and is exploring that
identity through her choreographed works. The
marginalized experience as a woman of color,
immigrant, and displaced person shaping her
social and political perspective, and the continuum
of patriarchy within her cultural context facilitating
the violence and injustice taking place through her
past and present history are important subjects in
which she chooses to address.

Magnolia Yang Sao Yia

Through Hmong dance! Like many and most Hmong girls who have grown up around resilient and vibrant Hmong communities
(although we are not all privileged with the presence of community), my first exposure and exploration of dance was through the cultural
practice of Hmong dance. I was born in Cholet, France, and at age six, two Hmong friends/neighbors and I choreographed a “Hmong
dance” piece to be performed at my older brother’s birthday party. How we knew how to choreograph a “Hmong dance” at such a young
age is puzzling to me; yet, I recall guest teaching at a Hmong charter school just last year and witnessing a group of 8-10 year old girls
creating their own Hmong dances to be performed at their school’s talent show. This reminds me of the power and agency of children as
cultural producers in our community, and the unacknowledgement of them and their labor in providing continuity for our culture.
After moving to the United States, I continued to engage and participate in Hmong dance for most of my childhood years. As girls grew
into young women, interest for Hmong dance subsided leading me to explore Western forms of dance such as jazz, hip hop/urban street
styles, ballet, etc.

Q. You are a dancer in Ananya Dance Theatre (ADT), would you be able to tell us how you got involved in this
dance company?

Through my time at the University of Minnesota as a dance major, I came across the most brilliant and inspirational woman I could have
ever crossed paths with --- Ananya Chatterjea. Chatterjea was at the time the director of the dance program. She was also my professor

Interviewed by

and advisor. In 2013, I was asked to be an apprentice of Ananya Dance Theatre, and still today, I continue to dance professionally for

Vanghoua Anthony Vue

this revolutionary dance company. ADT is a contemporary Indian company that engages in social justice and dance. Mainly comprised of
women of color, we draw attention to the extraordinary work and dreams of women across the globe to engage and inspire audiences,
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and to build community.
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“Hmong dance is not or only about aesthetics,
but is a cultural practice that allows continuity,
presence, and a corporeality of Hmong.“
26

Q. In your film ‘what is
Hmong dance’ you
combine visual snippets
of you dancing from a
very young age to recent
footages. The dance
forms you engage with
vary from traditional
Lao dancing to ballet.
Yet, none of these are
associated with what
most would consider as
‘Hmong dance’. Hmong
dance would you say
is more elusive and
complicated than simply
wearing Hmong clothes
and dancing to Hmong
music?

I would argue that everything seen in what is Hmong dance is “Hmong
dance.” Perhaps “elusive” to some, and yes most definitely “complicated,”
the work that I am doing is to better understand and to find articulation
around what Hmong dance is in relation and reflection of our identity
as Hmong Americans who are refugees, immigrants, displaced and
stateless, diasporic, who are responding with as much agency as our
paradigms will concede, implicated and contested in capitalism and
globalism.
Hmong dance could be wearing Hmong clothes and dancing to Hmong
music, but it can also be a Hmong body performing ballet movements
at the Hmong New Year, as well as Hmong bboys coming together every
Mondays to practice breaking, or my dad playing the qeej and moving
and responding to the sounds. I have come to understand that the key in
understanding what Hmong dance is comes from a place of desire and
the needing to belong, to be in and seen in full subjectivity, and involves
creating, re-imagining, and expanding notions of what it means to be
Hmong. Hmong dance is not or only about aesthetics, but is a cultural
practice that allows continuity, presence, and a corporeality of Hmong.
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Q. The film also includes a variety of other imagery, both of the past and present, and not just of dance. It
seems to me that the historical, cultural and social context of your life is dance, and vice versa. These are
not mutually exclusive domains of your life. Would you consider this true?

Q. Y
 ou’ve mentioned to me before that the Hmong have always had dance: dance which had existed before
what we often see now with young girls. Can you expand on this?

Dance is to move. Dance are movements. Dance is a movement. Dance is an expression of the body and self. The body moves, has
Yes, this is true. My training in dance has developed my lens in which I view the world through; I have a dance lens. I see the world

always moved, and creates movements whether physical, social, political, individually, or as a group. The discrepancy and confusion is

as physical bodies inhabiting, moving through, and creating space; bodies who are identified by society as racial, political, gendered,

the idea that dance has to belong or be within the realm of entertainment and gaze. Dance doesn’t have to be entertainment. Dance

and sexual (just to name a few descriptors). I view space as being occupied or not, and by whom; how is space occupied, and how

doesn’t have to be for anyone other than for the dancer themself. I argue that Hmong culture has always had art and spirituality, and

it differs, changes, or transforms depending on who occupies it and through time. I view the world through energy, and how energy

therefore dance. For example, the practice of the qeej, whether done by shamans or qeej practitioners, involves movement. Whether

grows, dissolves, transmits, effects, is viewed and felt, etc. Understanding energy is key to understanding human life and spirit. Much

we call it dance or not actually has more to do with how the society and context we are placed in and belong to defines what dance is.

of colonization and Euro idealism imposes the detachment of mind and body with value of mind over body. Dance allows the physical

Dance has infinite definitions and possibilities, and is not only one or a specific thing. We may not have a traditional Hmong folk dance

body to be present, extant, seen, and as valuable as the mind. It also allows for the spirit to arise and be as significant since the body is

that we can name and mark for others or for ourselves, but we do have the practice of qeej that has always been there for as long

home to the spirit. Dance is to inspire. Inspire means to be in spirit and in breath. Dance is never separate from life, history, culture, and

as we can mark the existence of the Hmong. Whether qeej practitioners call themselves dancers is another subject to engage in, but

society because the body is never separate from life, history, culture and society. Dance, the body, and the dancing body are a reflection

movement and dance is always present and a constant whether we mark it as “dance” or not.

of these things and inform, introjects, and engages in dialogue with each other.
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Q. M
 ore specifically in the Hmong community,
‘Hmong dance’ is very often associated
with the female body, which is simplified
into a form of entertainment and object
of predominantly the male gaze at such
events as the Hmong New Year celebration.
What implications do you think this has
on our perception and understanding of
‘Hmong dance’ and the female body?

Patriarchy. The Hmong culture and society is patriarchal and
patrilineal in which allows for female bodies to be the subject
of our gaze and within a male gaze. Even as a woman, I can
dictate when a dance has been choreographed for and centers
itself within a male gaze. The objectification and sexualization
of female bodies, women, young girls happening within our
community is congruent to that of Hmong dance.

Q. Dance in the Hmong community, whether that be here in Australia, in USA, or in Asia, is often perceived
as a form of entertainment. And that occurs across other cultures and societies as well. How much
potential do you believe dance has in extending beyond just entertainment and engage more critically
with wider issues and concerns?
My last response to your question is an introduction to this question. Dance as purely entertainment is the common and dominant
narrative and definition that has been hierarchize by many cultures in order to place value in dance. That doesn’t mean we, Hmong or
anyone else, have to adopt this concept in thinking about dance. This is not to dismiss or devalue dance as entertainment. This is to
highlight other ways dance function in different communities outside of entertainment practices.
What I am specifically exploring in dance is how to shift the gaze and break the 4th wall. What if the performance is about the dancer
gazing upon the audience to relate their/a message instead of the audience member gazing the dancer knowing and expecting to
be moved. This shifts the power dynamic between dancer and audience member, disallowing the audience member power over
dancer, decontructing gaze, and allowing for both to engage in a mutual experience and conversation through movement perhaps
kinesthetically and spiritually as opposed to verbally.
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Q. D
 o you believe dance is underutilised within the Hmong and wider community in
interrogating history and forms of injustices?

I believe that the Hmong lack resources, support, mentorship, knowledge in dance and discourse to engage critically
in dance, and so, “interrogating history and forms of injustices” through dance for many may not even be within their
understanding, awareness, or desires. Dance as a discourse is quite new, arising, and continuing to expand. Intentionally
“interrogating history and forms of injustices” in dance, I would say, is a new phenomenon in dance in response to outward
oppression, and at the coming of the privileges of having a platform to present work.

Q. W
 hat’s coming up for YSY and what is planned for the future? Any planned visits to Australia?

So much! I dance for multiple companies and have multiple choreographic projects with performances set into 2017. I
am also a dance teaching artist, and activist, so I occupy and engage in those spaces frequently as well. I am also currently
applying for grad school, and hoping to continue my research on Hmong dance not only as an artist and practitioner,
but also as an academic. Australia would be lovely to visit, but is currently not under my radar since my explorations are
focused in the context of America. I do have family in Australia though so a vacation wouldn’t hurt!

Thank you again for your time and the film submission Magnolia, and all the best for the future.
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