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TIARA: ARTISTIC RATIONALE
Tiara – my labour of love over the last six years – is grounded on a theme that Asian-Canadian
women may find important: the validation and celebration of one’s physical difference from
Western standards of beauty. This documentary is significant to visibly ethnic women, like
myself, since a lot of us have grown up feeling, at one point in our lives, ashamed or inadequate
by our outer appearance. There are those who never get over such self-defeating behaviour. But
there are those of us who do. My exploration of Asian-Canadian beauty pageants shows that it
offers one outlet for those of us who wish to overcome our feelings of inferior complexity. As I
demonstrate in the film, this ethnic subculture offers an environment where, through playful
exhibition, we reclaim our right to feel attractive and appreciated by our respective communities,
despite appearing “different” or “exotic” to the rest of mainstream Canadian society.
To a general audience, Tiara would serve as a vital reflection of this Asian-Canadian
cultural practice since it provides a balanced portrayal of its pros and cons. This is shown through
the middle-ground stance that I, as the film’s narrator, support. Shaping my nuanced point of
view are contrasting perspectives given by supporters and opponents of this practice. On the one
hand, I understand why numerous Canadian-born Chinese, Filipino, and Indian women flock
annually to pageants held by their community – and are willing to put up with myths ranging
from “She’s nothing more than a pretty face” to “She’s making a mockery of women’s rights.”
As mentioned above, for some, it is to seek confirmation for looking different from the Canadian
mainstream. For others, it is also the chance to attain stardom in the “old country.” While the
Miss Chinese-Toronto has ties to the TV and pop music industry in Hong Kong, the Miss IndiaCanada offers its winners the opportunity to seal acting or modeling contracts in Bollywood. On
the other hand, I am aware of why critics are opposed to pageantry culture. After all, the act of
judging a woman’s based on her physical appearance can be exploitative and superficial. All in
all, my ambivalent (or what one could call my “love-hate”) approach towards ethnic pageantry
culture lends itself to an engaging and well-rounded story.
Being a visible minority female, I am naturally drawn to issues related to women and
cultural diversity. I have always wanted to explore these jointly and extensively through the
documentary form. For this reason, Tiara has been essential to my growth and progression as a
filmmaker. It has been inspiring me to cultivate and expand my knowledge in this particular area.
For instance, during the months spent on pre-production research and on the actual production of
this film, I have learned that the union between femininity and race is based on diverse and
complex notions about non-Caucasian female beauty, body image, ethnic pride, transnational
customs, and liminal cultural identities. By using my work to reflect such knowledge acquisition,
I believe that I have been maturing as an artist. I am also confident that such work, in turn, will
serve as my own personal blueprint to help me produce future artistic works in an equally
substantial and in-depth manner.
I have always had an affinity for topics related to women of colour. In my previous work
Unwanted Images, I address the subject of gendered violence directed toward black South
African women and children in the post-Apartheid era. Similarly, in another previous project
entitled Women Educating for Peace, I shed light on the peace-building classroom strategies of a
multi-ethnic group of female teachers in post-9/11 Montreal. In essence, I have always felt that,
through my work, all non-mainstream female subjects could be fairly represented. As I could
empathize with their experience of being viewed differently based on ethnicity or physicality, I
could infuse this understanding in my portrayal of them. Although ethnic pageantry is a thematic
departure from my foray into the realms of femicide and peace-building pedagogy, Tiara, like
these earlier works, has been upholding my artistic mandate to be culturally sensitive to my
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documented subjects. Additionally, the film has been enabling me to develop a stronger offcamera rapport with my interviewees. Since Unwanted Images and Women Educating Peace
were completed in short work periods, I did not have much time to develop stronger bonds with
the on-screen individuals. In contrast, on Tiara, I have been able to establish the trust and
confidence of featured interview subjects, since the last four years have allowed me the time to
forge deeper communication lines with them.
Often documentary films developed by emerging filmmakers are author-driven. In other
words, the filmmaker, who is usually the narrator, uses his/her perspective to navigate the film
forward. Consequently all other voices present in the film become mere foils to make the
filmmaker’s perspective superior to all others. By reworking the concept of an author-driven
documentary, through Tiara, I aim to challenge this tendency and, in this way, contribute to the
art of moving images. At the film’s start, my voice seemingly moves the film forward since I
serve as the film’s narrator. However, as the film progresses, it becomes apparent that the myriad
of other voices heard in the film, especially that of recurring character Allison Abcede, shapes my
viewpoint. This is shown in two ways. First, my voiceover narration is primarily used to
introduce or give context to an interview subject about to speak. Second, in my closing remarks, I
show that my middle-ground stance toward ethnic pageantry, is influenced by the personal stories
and opinions of various featured characters; these include beauty contestants, pageant organizers,
a pageant historian, a playwright/actress, and even a pageant-queen-turned-opponent. In short,
through Tiara, I demonstrate that an author-driven documentary can refer to a film wherein the
filmmaker enables other people’s voices to share centre stage and to inform her own voice.
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