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Priya Ramasubban about CHUSKIT
“We are what forms the fabric of society”

Chuskit has a very simple dream 
– going to school. That dream is 
cut short when she is rendered a 
paraplegic after an accident. She’s 
confined to life indoors in the 
company of her strict grandfather, 
who tries to make her understand 
that school can’t handle her needs. 
As life at home gets harder, she 
starts rebelling against the traditions 
of her family members and other 
elders in her remote Himalayan 
village. In a place that is paved only 
by rough stones, and a school that 
can only be reached by crossing a 
river, how can Chuskit ever make 
her dream come true? Director Priya 
Ramasubban travelled up to the Kash- 
mir mountains to make a moving film 
about acceptance and resistance, and 
came back down with stories to tell 
and a strong case to defend, which 
she does with wisdom and passion.

The film opens with a colourful man-
dala that gets a deeper meaning as 
the story evolves.
Priya Ramasubban: Buddhism knows 

this concept of life as a circle. Ever-
ything that happens to you, whether 
it is good or bad, leads towards a ch-
ange. Life will go on in a circle: things 
carry on until they’ll be destroyed 
and there will be a new beginning. It 
takes days to create a mandala that 
is so beautiful, but the same people 
who made it are bound to destroy it, 
so they learn to accept that nothing 
lasts forever. That summarises the 
film, I presume the audience will un-
derstand this mandala element from 
their heart. Don’t get stuck in your 
misery forever, but look forward to a 
new beginning. CHUSKIT tells a simp-
le story, that doesn’t have many sub-
plots. All films that have inspired me 
had that extra layer that motivated 
me to seek and learn beyond the film. 
I wanted to leave something with the 
audience that goes beyond the simpli-
city of the story.

The film is shot in Ladakh.
Ramasubban: CHUSKIT is inspired by a 
true story from that region, in the sta-
te of Kashmir. There are mountains up 

to 5,500 meters high, as high up as the 
base camp for Mount Everest. People 
there have maintained a very simple 
way of living, closely connected with 
nature. Suddenly that started to ch-
ange, because it’s such a unique place 
and many tourists are coming during 
summer for hiking, trekking. Living in 
the mountains, far away from ever-
ything, these people have a very com-
plete acceptance of Buddhism. “Wha-
tever happens, happens. Don’t question 
changes, let’s accept them and move 
on.” That’s why I’m telling the story 
from a child’s perspective. Adults can 
rationalise things, while children still 
allow themselves to say  “I really, real-
ly want this”, not seeing anything else 

but that one goal in life.
This friction between tradition and 
modernism is not a strictly Ladakh 
thing. It has been seen in so many 
traditional, rural communities 
around the world.
Ramasubban: Most insular communi-
ties often don’t embrace the coming 
of novelties. Traditional cultures so-
metimes react to changes by either 
saying “our way of being is the best” 
or “let’s give up our own way and move 
out”. My answer is different. Chuskit 
believes that a change is possible wit-
hin the beautiful framework of where 
she lives. Don’t give up the old to seek 
the new, but find a happy coexistence 
of both. That was important to me.
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What is so essential about life in 
those villages?
Ramasubban: It’s all about diversity. I 
travelled the world working for Natio-
nal Geographic and Discovery Channel 
and I saw how the Western Utopia is 
embraced everywhere. People drea-
ming of a new car or smartphone, that 
would make them look all “jazzy and 
snazzy”. That sort of homogeneity in 
my opinion is poor. There is so much 
more beauty to find in every country 
with a diversity of small subcultures 
that we hardly get to see at all, far 
away from the mainstream. There is a 
lot more to Ladakh than the visually 
arresting beauty.

Tradition is represented by Chus-
kit’s grandfather. How much autho-
rity does he have?
Ramasubban: He’s losing it, as many 
older people do. There is a saying: ”If 
a tree can’t bend with the storm, it’s 
bound to snap.” The more rigid we 
are, the more likely we are to break. 
Granddad sees himself as the voice of 
tradition and religion: “Learn to accept 
what is determined for you. Why fight 
it?” Until in the end he realises he is 
the one fighting, who instead should 
be more accepting. He comes to a full 
circle in his transformation. 

I was surprised that even if the au-
thority is with the older people, the 

manners in Chuskit’s family leave a 
lot of room for discussion and de-
bate.
Ramasubban: When having discus-
sions among adults, often younger 
people will agree with the elders 
out of respect. But in many cultures 
you’ll see that once you stop being 
the main provider in terms of income, 
you’ll shift some of your authority 
to the next generation. In terms of 
the grandfather, now it’s his son and 
daughter-in-law who are the main de-
cision makers. Actually in Ladakh peo-
ple are much more gentle in the way 
they express authority, there is lots of 
love in the way they talk to their chil-
dren. Chuskit is an exception. Most 
children behave much better then she 
does. But that wouldn’t have worked 
for the film, so I made her a bit more 
pushy.

How was it practically to shoot a 
film in such a remote place?
Ramasubban: Challenging! When 
shooting the winter scenes, the tem-
peratures went down to -15°C. And 
there was the lack of oxygen, due to 
the height. I had made some mista-
kes when shooting in Ladakh before, 
so this time we went by the book. 
When the crew arrived, they had to 
lie down for two days. Every half an 

hour someone knocked on their door 
with a glass of warm water (because 
that carries extra oxygen). Afterwards 
everybody was in good shape. Having 
an entire crew lying down, doing no-
thing for two days has an impact on 
the budget. And yet we needed extra 
people to carry our equipment becau-
se we ran out of breath when we did 
it ourselves. But all these efforts paid 
off in pure beauty. When shooting in 
Ladakh you can’t make an ugly film! 
The scenery is simply too beautiful.

In its essence, CHUSKIT isn’t so 
much a film about physical disabili-
ty.
Ramasubban: The overarching need in 
Chuskit’s life is not to get up and walk 
again, but to be included. Whether 
we talk about disabled people, ethnic 
minorities or people with different 
sexual orientations, they all want the 
same: to be included. “We are what 
forms the fabric of society. Don’t look 
at us like we are freaks.” Chuskit has 
been sitting there with her dreams 
squashed, while people keep on say-
ing: “It’s alright. Don’t worry, we love 
you anyway.” With so much frustra-
tion inside, now her default position 
has become anger.
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This entire scale of emotions, main 
actress Jigmet Dewa Lhamo acts 
out with not much more than her 
eyes.
Ramasubban: From the script, many 
people told me I could never find a 
child that can act like that. I was just 
incredibly lucky. Up in the mountains 
30 children came and all got the same 
audition scene: you come back home 
from school very hungry, but the 
snack your mum is bringing, is not the 
one you wanted. All kids tried arguing 
and shouting but Jigmet just looked 
at the mother, pushed away the bowl 
with her elbow and turned her face 
away. That moment I said: “Let’s not 
audition anybody else. She’s the one.” 
Jigmet was almost 12 and living in a 
dormitory, her parents drop her off 
on Sunday and then pick her up again 
two weeks later. For one sad scene, I 
asked her to recall the moments they 
first left her at the boarding school. 
When she felt that sadness again, we 
cleared the room and said: “Keep with 
that emotion and give me your dialo-
gue.” And she did.

Chuskit is surrounded by people 
who deeply care for her though, 
showing empathy and compassion.
Ramasubban: It would have been easy 
to have her surrounded by villainous 

people, but that would make the sto-
ry more shallow. The film makes clear 
that sometimes we’re amongst good 
people with the best intentions and 
yet nothing is working. Most of us 
have loving people looking after us, 
and yet we can get frustrated and 
unhappy. This way is harder to write, 
but more fulfilling in the end. I was 
lucky to have a brilliant script mentor, 
Jolein Laarman, who pushed me to 
places that I wasn’t willing or capable 
to go. 

Initially Chuskit and her grand-
father are often framed by them-
selves, only later we see them more 
closely together, setting the emoti-
onal tone of the film.
Ramasubban: In large parts of the 
script, Chuskit sits isolated in the 
window, the outside world just one 
step away from her but still she can’t 
grab it. In the same room with her 
grandfather, yet they can’t bridge the 
gap. Only after she resolves the situa-
tion, you see her surrounded by peop-
le. And there’s a bridge, literally filling 
the gap between the two of them. My 
DoP Arvind Kannabiran should take 
the credit for the visual appeal. As 
a director, I explained exactly what I 
wanted and he and my Associate Di-
rector Rajesh Thanickan translated 

this into visually engaging frames.

Were you at certain moments in 
your life asked to live within your 
limitations?
Ramasubban: I was lucky. My parents 
never told us what to do, and I myself 
am more of an impulsive person. But I 
have noticed around me how people 
might often tell you about the roles 
you should fulfil. Limitations are of-
ten imposed artificially upon people, 
especially when you’re a girl. But I 
found out that when people get com-
fortable with what they truly want, 
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you can get away with quite a lot.

–
Gert Hermans


