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Synopsis

How is happiness measured? Can satisfaction with one’s life be rated on a scale from one to ten? The
Kingdom of Bhutan’s famous - and highly exoticized - government policy measuring its nation’s Gross
National Happiness operates on the idea that the basic tenets of fulfillment can and should be quantified
when calculating their nation’s development. Happiness Agent Amber Gurung embarks throughout the
Himalayan mountains to survey the contentment of citizens from different households and lifestyles.
While Amber dutifully administers this census, he too is forced to confront his own struggles with

tulfillment, and question what makes him happy.

A “quiet, gently absorbing documentary” (The Guardian) AGENT OF HAPPINESS is a holistic
exploration of Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness index, using “meaningful visual contrast to scrutinize
Bhutan’s narrative about itself,” (Variety). Filmmakers Arun Bhattarai and Dorottya Zurb¢ carefully craft

a visually stunning, tender narrative around the age-old quest to find the purpose of life.




Directors’ Statement

Arun - Dorottya (from Hungary) and I (from Bhutan) have been co-directing for the last 11 years, right from
the time we met at the Docnomads Joint Masters Program in Europe, where we studied together. We also
co-directed our first feature-length documentary The Next Guardian, an intimate family story set in Bhutan,
which premiered at the 2017 International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam. The seeds of this new film,
Agent of Happiness, emerged during our experiences in the last decade living together and creating films in
Bhutan. The multicultural dialogue between us has not only strengthened our interest in documentary, but
encouraged us to understand where we come from and how we can benefit from each other’s different

perspectives in artistic works.

Bhutan was closed from the outside world until it became a constitutional monarchy in 2008. It was also the last
country in the world to receive television in 1998. Due to its isolation, Bhutan is often exoticized by western
media as the last Shangri-La, a hidden Buddhist kingdom. In recent years, Bhutan started being known to the
outside world because of its development philosophy and abstract science of “Gross National
Happiness”(GNH) that was created by the king in the 90s. Inside Bhutan, the happiness of its citizens gets
measured by happiness surveyors that go around the country and from the results 5-year developmental plans

are made. Outside Bhutan, this development philosophy has become Bhutan’s top global brand.

Dorottya - As a Hungarian coming from one of the most pessimistic countries in the world, I was impressed by
the idea that a nation could build its national identity based on happiness. As an eastern European with a
burdened past, I have an instinctive suspicion towards government-initiated communication and propaganda.
But in Bhutan, nothing works the way we imagine or predict. I was curious to know how it affects people when
happiness is imposed on them as an official requirement — can we really become happier if it is injected into our
collective consciousness, knowing the fact that our country is leading in happiness index statistics? Arun and I
were inspired by these numbers, how to measure feelings and life experiences with formulas, and wanted to
translate this act of measurement into cinematic experiences that look beyond the graphs and show the mind
and soul of Bhutanese people. To connect with them, not with numbers but with the fragility of their own
happiness, and to learn how to find it either in the deepest sorrow, not in striving more, but letting things go. It’s

one thing that I myself need to learn in my life too.

Arun - As a Bhutanese growing up in the times when GNH was created, I couldn’t escape it. We were taught
GNH in schools, watched it on TV and even celebrated it on National Happiness Day — but I always felt
conflicted about the ideals of GNH since I come from the ethnic Nepali community living in Bhutan. GNH
promotes human well-being over material wealth, but the rights of the minority Nepali population were often
not considered while talking about it. This was the trigger for us to dig deeper and get a local insight into the
subject and go beyond the GNH survey statistics through personal stories to show the audience a more complex

vision.



Dorottya and Arun: This drove us to the Happiness Center where we met our main protagonist, Amber

Gurung, who works as a happiness agent going door to door to measure the happiness index of the citizens. We
immediately connected with him because of his openness, as well as his self-deprecating humor. As we got to
know him better we realized that deep inside he is unhappy because he is in search of love. He goes around the
country measuring peoples’ happiness levels but he himself is very lonely. We felt there is a contrasting dynamic
in this situation, which can move along the film’s emotional storyline: a happiness agent who is in search of his
own happiness. His quest for love is made even more difficult because he doesn't have a Bhutanese citizenship
despite being born in Bhutan. Nevertheless, Amber is the first main protagonist in a Bhutanese film who comes

from the ethnic Nepali community of Bhutan.

Amber’s heartwarming character and ability to see joy and ease in the most hopeless situations can create
empathy towards him and also towards people who struggle with the same social problem in Bhutan. Through
Amber we meet people like Yangka, a teenage girl living in an isolated village trying to be the head of the family
and raising her younger sister with love, Dechen, a transgender performer who finds strength and acceptance in
her mother, Tshering, who draws hope from his Buddhist faith while grieving his wife’s death, and Tashi, who
finds happiness in an unexpected sisterhood while escaping her patriarch husband. Their acceptance, love and
strength gives us insight into our own search for happiness. The film lets the audience think of their own lives
and struggles from a different perspective, and encourages Bhutanese people to start discussions about the

themes that appear.

As documentary filmmakers, we search for authentic human stories. We feel it’s important to show the deep
human dramas behind everyday events, the dynamics of relationships, the hidden, invisible faces of desires,
dreams and fears. In our films, we often deal with the meeting of cultures, identities, values and patterns. We are
attracted to these stories, to intimate life situations where, by bridging the cultural difference, we can show the
familiar in the other, the universal values, the feelings that connect us, wherever we grow up in the world. Agent
of Happiness is a bittersweet tale that takes place in an environment which is still enigmatic and untouched,
disguised from the eyes of a wider world. We believe that it is also important to produce stories with uplifting,

heart-warming potential in difficult times, that this is one of our responsibilities as artists.



Directors’ Biographies

Arun Bhattarai (director, cinematographer, co-producer, Bhutan) premiered his first feature-length
documentary “The Next Guardian’ (co-directed by Dorottya Zurbd) - an intimate family story set in Bhutan - at
IDFA in 2017. The film has been screened at more than 40 international festivals (True/False, Ambulante,
SFFILM, MoMA DocFortnight etc.). Before becoming an independent filmmaker, he worked as a TV director
at the Bhutan Broadcasting Service for S years. He graduated from the first edition of DocNomads Joint Master
in documentary directing in 2014. His recent short documentary ‘Mountain Man’, about Bhutan’s only
glaciologist won the best pitch prize at If/Then Global Short-Pitch at IDFA 2019 and is supported by the
IDA-XRM Media incubator program. The film has been screened at IDFA, DOC NYC, Chicago IFF ect. His
new film ‘Agent of Happiness’ is supported by the Sundance Film Institute, Catapult Film Fund and DMZ
Docs Fund among others. The project was developed at the Points North Fellowship 2022, True False Rough
Cut Retreat 2023 and Doc.incubator 2023. He established his own production company - Sound Pictures -
dedicated to creative documentaries in 2015. He is one of the few independent documentary filmmakers in

Bhutan.

Dorottya Zurbé (co-director, Hungary) premiered her first feature-length documentary “The Next Guardian’
(co-directed by Arun Bhattarai), - an intimate family story set in Bhutan - at IDFA in 2017. Since then, it has
been screened at more than 40 international festivals (True/False, San Francisco IDFF, MoMA DocFortnight
etc.). Parallelly, she worked on her first directorial debut ‘Easy Lessons’, a feature-length documentary about a
young Somalian refugee girl who tries to adapt to Hungary, premiered at the Locarno Film Festival Critics Week
section in 2018. The film participated in more than 40 international festivals (HotDocs, Camden IDFF, Sarajevo
IFF etc.) receiving awards such as the Hungarian Critics Award for Best Documentary in 2019. Her new film
‘Agent of Happiness’ is supported by the Sundance Film Institute, Catapult Film Fund and DMZ Docs Fund
among others. The project was developed at the Points North Fellowship 2022, True False Rough Cut Retreat
2023 and Doc.incubator 2023. Beside filmmaking she has been teaching at the prestigious DocNomads Joint

Master program in Europe.
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