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Thesis  

Reincarnation, rebirth, transmigration 

This thesis sought to examine the common elements in reincarnation beliefs, as encountered 

in stories from world religions and cultures, in scholarly literature and studies, in films made 

from 1990 to 2010, and in the lived experiences of thirty yoga practitioners over the past fifty 

years. It then sought to incorporate these recurring themes into the screenplay and the final 

production of an engaging, hand drawn, narrative, animated film. 

 

Abstract  

To achieve the aims of the thesis, interviews were conducted with 33 participants, all of 

whom had practised yoga or meditation. After analysing these interviews, six main themes 

were identified. Participants talked of how they remembered past lives in meditation, dreams, 

and visions. They mentioned that visiting a particular place sparked memories of having been 

there in another era. They revealed relationships with friends and family that continued 

through different lifetimes. Many of them remembered a moment of death, particularly if the 

death was violent. Most of them had these experiences within a year of beginning an intense 

practice of yoga or meditation. Finally, participants were asked about authenticity, and 

whether these stories could be verified.  

 

From the themes identified in the interviews, a narrative screenplay was written.  From this 

screenplay, a 14 minute animation was developed with added music which was specially 

composed for this film. The animation is entitled ‘The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly.’ 

 

In addition, a representative sample of international films completed since 1990 were 

analysed by applying the six themes arising from the interviews  to explore the universality of 

the themes as expressed in this medium . 
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Introduction  

This PhD aims to document the narratives of yogis who have experienced or recalled past 

lives in meditation. Unlike other studies, it examines this phenomenon in an adult population 

of participants not in treatment, and in a Western cultural milieu. It is acknowledged that 

many of these experienced yoga practitioners are aware of or practising Eastern belief 

systems. For convenience reference will be made to ‘past lives’, rather than ‘perceived past 

lives’ or ‘what participants believed to be past lives.’ 

 

The study utilised an organic design where each research activity informed the next. It 

incorporates a literature review containing an analysis of theoretical writing on the concept of 

reincarnation, and an analysis of empirical literature, which details attempts to scientifically 

validate the phenomenon of past lives.  

 

Reincarnation is the rebirth of a soul into another body. There are links between animation 

and reincarnation. Anima is Latin for air, breath, spirit or soul. When characters are animated 

they become alive. To animate is to breathe life into an object, to invigorate with the breath. 

When installing an image in a Hindu temple, a Brahmin priest performs prana pratishtha. He 

breathes on the image to enliven the statue. (Johnsen, 2009) A reincarnated soul animates a 

human body. 

 

My interest in this theme stems from a lifelong practice of yoga and meditation. I have 

studied yoga in India, and have lived among people for whom reincarnation is a fact of life.  

 

My present study is of adult yoga practitioners in Australia. The stories that these people told 

are rare, and outside the experience of the general population. My narrative was informed by 

documented interviews, and selected elements form the basis of a script which was developed 

into an animation. The documentary data informed a story, influenced by Magic Realism. In 

the world of my narrative, the supernatural is part of the natural world, as in films such as 

Volver (Almodovar, 2006) and Pan’s Labyrinth. (del Toro, 2006) 

 

Although reincarnation is a concept which is in the public domain and often referred to in 

television dramas and radio shows, its depiction in animated films is rare. My animation adds 
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its contribution to this group of films. Afterlife (Patel, 1978) is by Ishu Patel, a Canadian 

whose heritage is Indian. This is an animation heavily influenced by the Tibetan Book of the 

Dead. Reincarnation is more common in narrative films. The film ‘Birth’ explores a limited 

question – what if reincarnation was real? (Glazer, 2004) The definitive film is ‘Dead Again’ 

a film noir thriller that operates in a world where reincarnation is fact, and the laws of Karma 

are inescapable. (Branagh, 1991)  

 

Most studios have specialised roles for animators, storyboard artists, writers, and musicians. 

Due to advances in computer technology, I am able to create an animated film from start to 

completion. I direct, paint images, write scripts, animate and compose music. This approach 

is in contrast to mainstream large budget productions. The three main characters in the 

animation are female, which is not common in a film made for adults. Many films do not pass 

the Bechdel test, created by Allison Bechdel in 1985: A film must contain two or more 

women who have names, and who talk to each other about something other than a man. 

(Sarkeesian 2017). 

 

The practice-based PhD is a relatively new way of creating a PhD, blending the two streams 

of dissertation and studio based work. This plan is outlined in my conceptual map.  

 

I found my way into making an animation by visual means as well as narrative, creating 

characters and backgrounds before the final script was written.  

 

Reincarnation has been studied by different groups of people for a variety of reasons. 

Professor Ian Stevenson and his associates, for example, used scientific scholarly methods 

including cross checking and verifying stories told to him by children in many cultures and 

countries with the aim of proving the existence of the phenomenon of reincarnation. His 

successor is Jim Tucker. Therapists such as Brian Weiss and Roger Woolger practised 

listening to and discussing client stories related to reincarnation, with the aim of producing a 

healing effect. Rabbi Gershom collected stories from members of Jewish communities who 

came to him for counselling, or who found his website. Ancient traditions such as Tibetan 

Buddhism aim to make a practical improvement in the lives of sentient beings. For them, the 

Bardo Thotrol, the Tibetan Book of the Dead, is a handbook for actual, real events in the 

lifecycle of a human being (Padmasambhava, 1975). In the yogic tradition the remembrance 

of past lives is a by-product of meditation, and is for contemplation by the individual. 
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(Patanjali, 2003) Various psychologists and psychiatrists such as Carl Jung have studied 

clients in a therapy setting. 

 

Literature Review  

Conceptual and Empirical Studies of Reincarnation 

This section covers the work of four major theorists in this area and notes the influence of 

different intellectual, religious and spiritual traditions, although it should be noted that some 

research took place across these fluid boundaries. For example, Jung was a psychiatrist who 

had vivid spiritual experiences.  

Psychological approaches 

Carl Jung 

Carl Jung was a Swiss psychiatrist who lived from 1875-1961. He collaborated with Sigmund 

Freud between 1907 and 1912, but disagreed about Freud’s statements on the sexual basis of 

neuroses. Jung founded analytic psychology, and his contributions related to the subjects of 

the introvert and extravert personality, the collective unconscious, archetypes and 

synchronicity. His study of the psyche involved exploring art, mythology, philosophy, world 

religions and dreams.  

 

Around twelve years old, Jung felt that he was two different people. One of them was the 

schoolboy and the other was an important, powerful and influential person who lived in the 

18th century, wore buckled shoes and a white wig and went driving in a carriage with high 

concave rear wheels, with springs and leather straps. This identity dated from a time when the 

family was living in Kleinhuningen in Switzerland. An ancient green carriage from the Black 

Forest came past their house. When Jung saw it he recognised it as being from ‘his times’, 

one that he had driven himself. He felt cheated, as though most of the memories of his past 

had been stolen from him. He experienced nostalgia and longing for these times when he was 

an adult with a carriage. In those times he would often write the date as 1786 rather than the 

correct 1886. He saw an 18th century statuette of a doctor with buckled shoes and felt that he 

had once worn those shoes. (Jung, 1977) 
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Jung was disappointed in his first experiences of the Christian church. Communion was not 

as exciting as he expected, and he had visions that suggest a past lifetime as a yogi. When he 

was three he had a dream that he was in a meadow near the vicarage where he lived. He 

discovered a dark, rectangular, stone-lined hole in the ground, and he went down a stairway. 

At the bottom of this was an archway, which was closed off by a green curtain made of 

something like brocade, rich and heavy. He pushed it aside to enter a rectangular room 

around thirty feet long, with an arched ceiling and flagstones on the ground. A red carpet ran 

to a low platform which had a golden throne on it, possibly with a red cushion on the seat. On 

this was something that seemed to him like a tree trunk, 12 to 15 feet high and about two feet 

thick. He described a Shiva Lingam, although in the dream it was clothed literally in skin and 

flesh. At the top was a single eye gazing upwards, and there was a halo of brightness around 

the head. This dream haunted him for years. He interpreted it as a dark God, not to be named. 

The Shiva Lingam is a symbol for worship of the god Shiva, often made of stone or clay, and 

symbolising the creative power of the universe. It is also translated as ‘penis’. Jung’s vision 

seemed to combine both meanings.  

 

When he was six he encountered the Orbis Pictus, an old richly illustrated children’s book 

which had illustrations of Brahma, Shiva and Vishnu, the Hindu trinity. He would go back to 

these pictures again and again, and he felt that they were connected somehow with the dream 

of the Shiva Lingham. They are from the same Hindu culture. In the Jungs’ garden there was 

an old wall constructed from large blocks of stone, with hollows like little caves.  From 7 to 9 

years of age he liked to tend a fire in one of these caves, with other children helping by 

collecting wood. His intention was that this fire would never go out, and only he could tend 

it.  His fire was living and sacred, like a yagna. A yagna is a Vedic sacrifice to the gods, in an 

altar made of brick or stone, adding offerings of ghee, seeds, water and other foods, chanting 

sacred verses from the Vedas, the scriptures. Yagnas are for various purposes such as to 

invite rain, to benefit the community, for peace and prosperity. In front of the wall was Jung’s 

stone. He would sit on the stone and contemplate ‘Am I the one who is sitting on the stone, or 

am I the stone on which he is sitting?’ This is a sophisticated contemplation for a nine year 

old child. 

 

Another memory was of a dark room in the 18th century parsonage at Kleinhuningen, in 

which there were paintings on the walls. One was a copy from the workshop of Guido Reni, 

and the original hangs in the Louvre. The subject is David and Goliath. There was also a 
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landscape of Basel from the early 19th century. Jung would sit for hours in front of the 

pictures, gazing at their beauty. He doesn’t particularly link this to a past life, but I write this 

because one of my interviewees had experiences with a painting that came from her uncle’s 

overseas deceased estate. It depicted a landscape with a house that she felt a deep connection 

for, as if this had been her home in another lifetime.  

 

When Jung was seven he was ill with a malady he described as ‘pseudo-croup, accompanied 

with choking fits’ 

One night during an attack I stood at the foot of the bed, my head bent back over the 

bedrail, while my father held me under the arms. Above me I saw a glowing blue 

circle about the size of the full moon, and inside it moved golden figures which I 

thought were angels. This vision was repeated, and each time it allayed my fear of 

suffocation. (Jung, 1977) 

This is a classic yogic experience described in scriptures – the blue pearl surrounded by 

saffron light. This electric blue light which expands from a tiny point the size of a sesame 

seed appears to those whose conscious energy or Kundalini, has been awakened, and it is 

considered to be the body of the inner self.  (Muktananda, 1972)  

Ian Stevenson 

The most significant twentieth century researcher in the area of past life studies was Ian 

Stevenson. From 1957, Stevenson was Professor and Chairman of the Department of 

Psychiatry at the University of Virginia. Chester Carlson, the originator of xerography, a 

photocopying technique, bequeathed funds for Stevenson to continue his research. From 1967 

to 2002, Stevenson was director of the Division of Perceptual Studies, a unit of the 

Department of Psychiatric Medicine, University of Virginia Health System in Charlottesville, 

USA.  

 

Until his death in 2007, Stevenson undertook research in the field of past lives, as well as 

other paranormal phenomena. Starting in the early 1960s, Stevenson began to investigate 

claims of children’s past lives with scientific methods, beginning in India and Sri Lanka. His 

report ‘Twenty Cases suggestive of Reincarnation’ was first published in 1966. (Stevenson, 

1980) He also wrote ‘Children Who Remember Past Lives: A Question of Reincarnation.’ 

(Stevenson, 2000) 
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Towards the end of his life, Stevenson stated he felt that his work on birthmarks and their link 

to past life incidents and injuries was his most significant contribution to research.  

(Stevenson, 1997)  

 

From 48 examinations of cases, Stevenson found 43 where there was a close correspondence 

between wounds and birthmarks. Nearly all corresponded to usually fatal wounds on the body 

of the previous personality. Stevenson believed that birthmarks are a practical aid towards the 

proof of past existence because they can be seen, drawn or photographed and compared with 

post-mortem reports that give objective evidence of the placement and other features of 

wounds on the body of the deceased.  

 

The birthmarks were unlike the usual small areas of pigmented skin which are usually flat or 

slightly raised. They were ‘hairless, puckered scar-like areas’, often located on the head and 

legs where ordinary birthmarks rarely occur. One subject who remembered the life of a girl 

who had died during cardiac surgery had a linear midline birthmark. Others had birthmarks 

that resembled entry and exit wounds made by bullets, with the entry wound birthmark small 

and round and the exit wound birthmark larger and irregular, as would be the case with 

gunshot wounds. (Stevenson, 2000) 

 

Stevenson’s assistants went on to become independent investigators. They were Bruce 

Greyson, Satwant Pasricha, Emily Kelly and Antonia Mills.  Jim Tucker joined the group as 

investigator and author, and went on to write ‘Life before Life’. (Tucker, 2005) After 

Stevenson’s retirement, Tucker took over his work, and he became the director of the UVA 

Division of Perceptual Studies, and associate professor of Psychiatry and Neurobehavioural 

Sciences at the University of Virginia. Erlendur Haraldsson from the University of Iceland 

and Jürgen Keil from the University of Tasmania kept their local positions but were granted 

funding to work independently and also to collaborate with Stevenson. Tom Shroder, a senior 

editor of the Washington Post, accompanied Stevenson in 1997 and 1998 to field trips in 

Asia, Lebanon and India. He wrote ‘Old Souls.’(Shroder, 2001) 

 

The case that Stevenson made was for the reality of the existence of reincarnation and he 

used many stringent methods to ensure that results of his interviews could be ‘proven’. Two 

thousand five hundred children who remembered a past life were interviewed. The children 

had to have spontaneously spoken of past lives. He found that children’s memories were most 
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vivid from the time that they could speak to around seven years of age, so he concentrated on 

this age group. Stevenson excluded those who might have learned relevant facts by other 

methods such as conversation with other family members or by any form of coaching. People 

and places that the children talked about were investigated.  

 

In India, an interviewer assisting Stevenson’s studies talked to the boy Bishen Chand Kapoor 

and made notes of his statements. ‘Father’ refers to the past life father. The boy described his 

past life, including the name of his father, his caste, his location which was thirty miles from 

the boy’s present home, that he was not married, and that he spoke Urdu, Hindi and English. 

He described his house as having two storeys, with a shrine room and separate sections for 

men and women. He said that he was very fond of wine, fish, and dancing girls. He named 

his neighbour and the fact that the neighbour’s house had a green gate. He incorrectly gave 

his age at death and he gave the wrong name for the area in the city where his house had 

been. When he was taken to the city he recognised a photo of his previous identity. He also 

uncovered some gold coins which had been hidden in a room by his father in the past life. 

These coins were found only after the boy indicated where they were. This case was 

considered to have enough verifiable elements to be considered ‘proven.’ (Tucker, 2005) 

 

In the case of Suzanne Ghanem of Lebanon, Stevenson recorded a list of 59 items she stated 

about a previous life, including names of 23 family members and 2 acquaintances. She placed 

all but one in correct relationship to Saada, the woman whose life she remembered.  

(Stevenson, 2000) 

 

Much of Stevenson’s research was concerning Asian, West African and people from tribes of 

Northwestern North America who remembered past lives. Most of these groups believed in 

reincarnation. This is not the case in Europe. 

 

He wrote ‘European Cases of the Reincarnation Type, (Stevenson, 2008), originally 

published in 2003. The book has three sections. The first outlines European beliefs about 

reincarnation. The second chapter relates 20th century reports which were not investigated. 

The third section outlines reports from 1950 onwards that were investigated, including the 

story of Gladys Deacon.  
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Gladys Deacon was born in Leicestershire England 25/1/1900. She had a phobia of falling. 

Her parents considered calling her Margaret, and she liked this name. 

 

In 1911, aged 11, she was taken by train to Dorset. During the journey, she had memories of 

being a young girl who had run down a hill with two adults and had badly injured her leg. 

She said that at the time she was wearing a white ankle length dress with green leaves on it. 

She thought that her name then was Margaret. 

 

In 1928, aged 28, she was driving with her employer through Dorset and they stopped at a 

cottage where they had tea. They saw a portrait on glass of a five year old running down a hill 

wearing a long white dress with green leaves. Gladys said ‘That is me.’ The young woman 

who provided the tea rang her mother for more information. The mother said that the child 

was Margaret Kempthorne, only child of a farmer and a dairymaid. When Margaret was five, 

she ran down a hill with her mother and another adult. One of the adults caught her foot in a 

rabbit hole and they all fell. Margaret was underneath and her leg was badly broken. After 

two months she died. 

 

On the back of the portrait was the writing ‘Margaret Kempthorne, born January 25th 1830, 

died October 11 1835.’ 

 

Stevenson excluded any memories that were regained by facilitation, in trance or by means of 

hypnotism. Stories gained from past life regression were not of interest to him because he 

believed that those in a trance could be suggestible to hints from the therapist. He was also 

generally wary of Western practitioners of meditation, although he acknowledged that 

Pratomwan Inthanu, a Buddhist nun from Thailand, regained verifiable memories through 

having them spontaneously arise during meditation. (Stevenson, 2000) 

 

I believe that the kind of freshness of recall that Stevenson experienced with young children 

can be experienced in meditation. In Patanjali’s yoga sutras, a classic yoga text, Patanjali 

states that by meditation, knowledge of the previous lives arises. (Prabhavananda, Isherwood, 

& Patanjali, 1996) Yoga is not practiced with the goal of attaining these memories; rather, the 

memories are a by-product of the practice of yoga.  

 



 16 

Spiritual approaches 

The Dalai Lama 

The Dalai Lama is the religious and political leader of the Tibetan people. The 13th Dalai 

Lama died in 1935, and the Tibetan government began a search for a child in whom this 

‘Buddha of Compassion’ would incarnate. The Regent of Tibet made a pilgrimage to a sacred 

lake, Lhamo Lhatso at Chokhorgyal, 90 miles south east of Lhasa, Tibet’s capital. This is a 

place where Tibetans go to see the future.  He saw the letters Ah, Ka and Ma, and a vision of 

a monastery with a jade green and gold roof, and a house with tiles coloured turquoise.  

 

A number of high lamas and other dignitaries were informed, and they went searching all 

over Tibet to find the place from the Regent’s vision. They found a house matching the 

description in Amdo in Northeastern Tibet. The senior Rinpoche pretended to be a servant, 

and a junior official was disguised as the leader. The Rinpoche was wearing a rosary that had 

belonged to the 13th Dalai Lama. A two year old boy, Lhamo Dhondrub, born in 1935, 

appeared and demanded the rosary. Kewtsang Rinpoche said that he could have it if he 

guessed his identity. The boy said that Rinpoche was a lama of Sera. The boy gave the name 

of both the lama and the official. He then chose articles which had been the property of the 

13th Dalai Lama, from a group of objects.  

 

The lamas were convinced that this little boy was the reincarnation they were seeking. They 

interpreted the importance of the letters Ah, Ka, Ma as being Ah for Amdo, the province, Ka 

for Kumbum, a large monastery in the area, and Ka and Ma for the monastery of Karma 

Rolpai Dorje on a mountain above the village. The 14th Dalai Lama was enthroned in 1940. 

He was awarded the 1989 Nobel Peace Prize because of his philosophy of peace, even in the 

struggle for liberation after the Chinese occupation of Tibet from 1950.  In 1999 he indicated 

that if his successor is chosen in the traditional way, then his reincarnation would not appear 

in Tibet or in areas under Chinese control. The reincarnation would appear in a free country. 

He said ‘Logically, the previous life escaped from Chinese hands so the next life should also 

be out of Chinese control.’(The Government of Tibet in Exile.  Office of Tibet, 1/3/07) 

 

On 14/5/95, the Dalai Lama recognised the Panchen Lama, Gedhun Choekyi Nyima, born 

25/4/89. The Dalai Lama gave him the name, Tenzin Gedhun Yeshe Thrinley Phuntsog Pal 
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Sangpo. The Dalai Lama emphasised that this recognition was a religious matter, not 

political, and he asked that the Chinese government would extend its understanding and 

assistance to the Tashi Lhunpo Monastery in enabling Rinpoche to receive his religious 

training and to assume his spiritual responsibilities. (The Government of Tibet in Exile. 

Office of Tibet, 1/3/07a) 

 

As soon as the child Gedhun Choekyi Nyima could speak, he said "I am the Panchen, my 

monastery is Tashilhunpo. I sit on a high throne. My monasteries are in Tsang, in Lhasa and 

in China. "(The Government of Tibet in Exile. Office of Tibet, 1/3/07d) 

  

The previous Panchen lama died on 28/1/89 at the age of 51, after opening a new Buddhist 

shrine at Tashi Lhunpo Monastery, the traditional seat of the Panchen Lamas. He had been 

imprisoned by the Chinese for ten years, and released in 1981, after being reportedly tortured. 

At the time of the Panchen Lama’s death, the Dalai Lama made a statement that he prayed for 

the quick and authentic reincarnation of the Panchen Rinpoche. The Panchen Lamas, like the 

Dalai Lamas, are high incarnates, second only in religious authority to the Dalai Lamas. The 

first incarnation of both took place in the 14th century. (The Government of Tibet in Exile. 

Office of Tibet, 1/3/07c) 

Four days before his death, the Panchen Lama gave a talk at the Tashi Lhunpo Monastery. 

Reincarnated lamas are called tulkus. He said that according to tradition, a child born one or 

two years after the death of a lama is recognised as the lama’s incarnation. He said ‘...the 

reincarnate should be the one in whom the consciousness of the previous body has entered.’ 

(The Government of Tibet in Exile. Office of Tibet, 1/3/07b) 

 

Tibetan Buddhism differs from most other religions that believe in reincarnation. The 

Panchen Lama explained that the 7th Dalai Lama was born before the death of the 6th. He said 

‘From the point of view of our spiritual tradition, there is no need for a year to pass before the 

reincarnation is born. A realized being can manifest himself in many forms at the same time. 

He need not rely on the passage of his previous body's consciousness. Premature and belated 

birth of reincarnations is possible in Buddhism. It is not impossible.’ 

 

The present Panchen Lama was abducted by the Chinese in 1995, at the age of six, and his 

whereabouts are unknown. (Free Tibet Campaign, 2007) The same year, the Chinese 



 18 

government named another child, Gyancain Norbu, as the Panchen Lama, but his authenticity 

is disputed by the Dalai Lama.   

 

Paramahansa Yogananda 

Paramahansa Yogananda, who lived from 1893 to 1952, was an Indian guru who touched the 

lives of millions of Westerners in the twentieth century. His most celebrated work is 

‘Autobiography of a Yogi.’ He also wrote a commentary on the Bhagavad Gita, which is the 

primary text of Hinduism. Here reincarnation is explained using a metaphor of a person 

changing their clothes.  

 

This Self is never born nor does it ever perish; nor having come into existence will it again 

cease to be. It is birthless, eternal, changeless, ever-same (unaffected by the usual processes 

associated with time.) It is not slain when the body is killed… 

Just as an individual forsaking dilapidated raiment dons new clothes, so the body encased 

soul, relinquishing decayed bodily habitations, enters others that are new.  

(Yoganananda 1995) 

 

Religious approaches 

Rabbi Yonassan Gershom 

Rabbi Yonassan Gershom is a neo-Hasidic Rabbi who describes himself as being from a long 

tradition of authentic kabbalistic mystics and seers. In his counselling work, he originally 

encounted 200 people, Jews and non-Jews, who believed that they had lived as Jews in the 

time of the Holocaust, and this is what began his involvement with others who had the same 

belief. 

 

Gershom was born in Berkeley, California, grew up in Philadelphia, and was ordained by 

Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi. Gershom developed and taught workshops on kabbalah, 

helping seekers of all spiritual paths to integrate traditional ritual with personal wholistic 

consciousness. At the time of writing his books he was teaching at the Institute of Adult 

Jewish Studies, Minneapolis, and serving as a nursing home chaplain. 
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In the Jewish tradition about the afterlife, from Biblical times through the Middle Ages, there 

are four main possibilities after death: survival through one’s descendants, physical 

resurrection, living as an immortal soul in heaven, and reincarnation. Different groups have 

different beliefs.  

 

In 1981, Gershom was lecturing on kabbalah and Jewish mysticism when a young Norwegian 

woman talked about her fear of the Holocaust. Gershom slipped into an altered state of 

consciousness, as he sometimes did during counselling sessions. He saw her as emaciated in 

another period of time.  Gershom hummed a tune to her ‘Ani Maamin’ – ‘I Believe’, which is 

a hymn which was sung by thousands of Jews as they entered the gas chambers. When she 

heard this she sobbed, and said that she had died in the Holocaust. From this time, he talked 

with thousands of people who believe that they died in the Holocaust and have returned. At 

first, they would approach him one by one. He began to talk at retreats and conferences. In 

1986 he completed his rabbinical thesis and was ordained. Jewish and non-Jewish people 

began to write and phone from all over the world to talk about experiences connected with a 

Holocaust past life, trusting Gershom because he was a Rabbi.  

 

One Lutheran woman used to light candles on Friday night. Jewish women light the Sabbath 

lights just before sundown even under very trying circumstances. Many tried to do this after 

being arrested by the Nazis.  A non-Jewish little boy would never eat milk with meat, 

following a Jewish dietary law. In listening to stories Gershom found that Jewish people were 

reborn as non-Jewish and vice versa. He also found that some ex Holocaust Jews were born 

with blue eyes, and blond. He wondered if this was to make sure that they would never be 

persecuted as Jews again.  

 

Gershom related a story about his own past life. He dreamed that he was a young Hasidic 

boy, eight or nine years old in Eastern Europe. The village was gathered together because 

they could hear a battle and knew that they were about to die. His father was the village rabbi. 

His father said that they should not be afraid because the body is only a garment. The soul 

lives forever and will return one day with a new garment. The rabbi said that usually this 

group of souls came back to the same village, but the village would be destroyed, and no one 

would survive. They drew straws. One person was chosen to look for a new place in his 

future life, to prepare the way, then act as a ‘psychic beacon’ for the other souls so that they 

could all be together. Gershom drew the straw just as the Nazis descended on the village. 
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Gershom feels that in this lifetime, he is serving as that contact person for the other souls who 

come to him with their memories.  

 

Gershom tells a story of Beverly, born in 1950.  Her mother was secretly Jewish, but had not 

trained her daughter in Judaism because of fear of discrimination. Beverly discovered this 

and became interested when she was in her thirties. She was illiterate so had not read books 

on psychic phenomena or the Bible or the Holocaust. She had never practised religion. She 

and Gershom became friends, and one Sabbath she told of a recurring nightmare. 

 

In this dream, she was seven or eight years old, a boy standing in a line with his mother. A 

man at a table told some people to go left and others to go right. They went through a door. 

The scene changed, and they were in a place with a terrible smell. Men were throwing people 

into a fire alive. The boy was thrown in.  

 

The little boy and his mother were standing in a long line of people heading towards beautiful 

gates, and he knew it was Heaven. The men were wearing hats and he thought it was strange 

that they didn’t take their hats off in Heaven. An angel said that he would have to go back to 

earth. He cried for his mother, but the angel said he would find another mother. He followed 

a beam of light into the womb of a woman and became Beverly.  

 

Gershom found this story convincing because in the early stages Jews were burned alive in 

the Holocaust, not just sent to gas chambers, although this is the popular understanding.  

‘Jews … died of starvation, overwork, disease, suicide, forced marches. Jews were shot, 

stabbed, raped, hanged, drowned, disembowelled, dragged behind vehicles, burned, buried 

alive, killed in medical experiments’ (Gershom, 1992).  

 

In the Holocaust, there were ‘selections’ where to go right meant life and left meant death. It 

is not popular knowledge that men wore hats on the Sabbath over the yarmulke, so when 

meeting their maker at the gates of Heaven, it would be appropriate headgear. As a child, 

Beverly sprinkled salt on her bread, a custom of the Jewish Sabbath. She would wind string 

round her arms. Gershom felt that this was reminiscent of the tefillin straps worn by Jewish 

men during prayer.  
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The Torah is made up of the Bible, Talmud, halachah, aggadah, mysticism, parables, stories, 

rituals, ethical literature and more.  Torah, translated, means ‘the teachings’. There is a 

Heavenly Court, a Bet Din, in Torah teachings, consisting of three judges. Gershom sees here 

a similarity with Tibetan Buddhism. He states that Dr Joel Whitton has regressed many 

subjects under hypnosis to the bardo, a Tibetan Buddhist term for a state between 

incarnations, where the soul sees three judges. (Whitton, 1988) 

 

Mitzvot are good deeds. Only in the physical world can one light Sabbath candles or wrap up 

in a prayer shawl. It is very important to fulfil as many mitzvot as possible on earth, to gain 

merit. This is like accumulating ‘good karma,’ a feature of the Hindu religion. After death, 

‘Kaddish’ the prayer for the dead, is recited at the synagogue morning and evening to assist 

the soul being purified in Gehenna immediately after death. It is only said for eleven months. 

A soul does not have to stay longer than a year. It would be uncharitable to recite kaddish for 

longer than eleven months, because that would assume that the dead person had committed 

evil deeds.  

 

Hasids believe in reincarnation. The Lubovitcher version of the Hasidic prayerbook contains 

a bedtime prayer in which the person forgives ‘anyone who has angered or vexed me….in 

this incarnation or any other.’ page 118 (Liadi, 2003).  

 

Some Mitzvot, the good deeds which must be performed, are specific to a certain gender, or 

class of people, so it makes sense for a soul to be reborn in this way to fulfil these mitzvot. 

Gershom explaines that rebirth is not necessarily just ‘punishment’. It is for developing more 

‘limbs of the soul.’ A person living in poverty could not be generous, so would be reborn 

with wealth, in order to perform good deeds involving charity.  

 

Kabbalists taught that some righteous souls voluntarily return, for thousands of lifetimes if 

necessary, to help humankind, like Boddhisattvas in the Buddhist tradition, or enlightened 

beings in the yogic tradition. These are known in Hebrew as Zaddikim or ‘righteous holy 

ones’. Some reveal themselves publicly like the miracle working Hasidic Rebbes of Eastern 

Europe. Others are anonymous, disguised as ordinary people. It is said that at any given time, 

there are at least 36 hidden Jewish saints on earth. The Lamedvavniks (Hebrew word for 36) 

spend quiet but exemplary lives as living incarnations of the Torah.  It is said that for the sake 

of these holy people the world continues to exist.  
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Gershom compiled another book full of traditional Jewish stories that involve reincarnation, 

'Jewish Tales of Reincarnation.' (Gershom, 1999) He also collected and annotated 

reincarnation stories where those subjects who were previously anonymous reveal their 

identities and tell their stories openly, 'From Ashes to Healing.’ (Gershom, 1996) 

 

Method  

Introduction 

This PhD aims to document the narratives of yogis who have experienced or recalled past 

lives in meditation. Unlike other studies, it examines this phenomenon in an adult population 

of participants not in treatment, and in a Western cultural milieu. It is acknowledged that 

many of these experienced yoga practitioners are aware of or are practising Eastern belief 

systems.  

 

The study utilises an organic design where each research activity informs the next. It 

incorporates a literature review containing an analysis of theoretical writing on the concept of 

reincarnation, and an analysis of empirical literature which details attempts to scientifically 

validate the phenomenon of past lives.  

 

Ethics clearance was granted by the VCA ethics committee on 2 April 2007. See Appendix 1 

for the plain language statement and Appendix 2 for the consent form. Thirty-four people 

were interviewed. Audio recordings will be kept for at least five years, in accordance with 

Ethics Committee requirements.  

 

Interviews were thematically analysed using methods described by Strauss and Corbin 

(1990).  Primary themes were located and from these, secondary themes were isolated. An 

example of a primary theme is 'ways of remembering', including the experience of time while 

recalling, the state of mind, the location, the degree of spontaneity. These characteristic 

themes were applied to the crafting of the story and the construction of the script.  

 

Following the development of the script, the production process followed a standard form of 

storyboarding, character development, colour tests, and the making of an animatic. Voices 
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were recorded prior to constructing the images and animation. Backgrounds were created. 

Style sheets for individual characters were drawn and sequences were animated.   

 

An unusual aspect of production was the making of preliminary drawings of characters and 

locations before the script was finalised. Movement sequences of characters were explored. 

Drawing, writing and the making of animation tests took place concurrently, and each 

informed the other. 

 

Method - Literature and Film reviews 

This literature search used SuperSearch and included databases such as JSTOR, Web of 

Science, Expanded Academic ASAP, digital theses on the internet, websites, Melbourne 

University libraries, and books requested specifically by interlibrary loan from state and 

national libraries. Search terms used were reincarnation, rebirth, transmigration, 

metempsychosis, past life, past lives, Ian Stevenson. Around 300 texts, journals, and films 

were located, read and viewed. This conceptual and empirical literature was subjected to a 

preliminary analysis in which major themes were identified. This analysis informed the 

development of an interview schedule used with the research respondents.  

 

Films have been included as ‘literature’, and the Internet Movie Database (The Internet 

Movie Database, accessed 2007, 2008, 2009) was searched for films which mention or have 

the theme of reincarnation. 

 

Method – Film Analysis 

I searched for films with the topic of reincarnation, or which mention reincarnation. These 

dated back to the days of Cecil B. de Mille, and his 1925 film, The Road to Yesterday.  

 

Because there were more films than I had expected, I limited my selection to those made 

between 1990 and 2010 inclusive.  Of these, I chose only those where the soul of a person 

dies and is reborn into a baby’s body. This excluded films about the afterlife, heaven, angels, 

ghosts, demons, and changing to another human or animal without dying.  
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From these films I selected a sample representative of various cultures to demonstrate a 

worldwide interest in the theme of reincarnation.  I viewed documentaries, such as The 

Tibetan Book of the Dead (Mota, Hayashi, McLean, & Patel, 2004), and docudramas such as 

Yesterday’s Children (Marcus, 2000 (TV)), and Unmistaken Child (Baratz, 2008), but chose 

only narrative films.  

 

The selected films were Ab Ke Baras, Being Human, Belladonna, Birth, Dead Again, Dean 

Spanley, Don’t die without telling me where you are going, two films entitled Eternity, Fluke, 

Karan Arjun, Kundun, Le Quattro Volte, Little Buddha, Oan Hon, Om Shanti Om, Pan’s 

Labyrinth, P.S., The Reincarnation of Golden Lotus, Reincarnation or ‘Rhinne’ in Japanese, 

Samsara, the Singing Forest, Ten Canoes, The Cave of the Yellow dog, The Fountain, Uncle 

Boonmee who can remember his past lives, The Valley of Flowers, What Dreams may Come, 

and Youth without Youth.   

 

These films represent countries including: India, Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland, Japan, 

Thailand, USA, Vietnam, Hong Kong, Mexico, Spain, UK, New Zealand, Mongolia, 

Australia, Poland, Argentina, Philippines, and Liechtenstein.  Films not in English were 

subtitled.  

Method – Interviews 

‘In Patanjali’s yoga sutras, a classic yoga text, Patanjali states that by meditation, knowledge 

of the previous lives arises. (Prabhavananda, et al., 1996) 

 

For convenience throughout, reference will be made to ‘past lives’, rather than ‘perceived 

past lives’ or ‘what participants believed to be past lives.’  

 

Ninety people were invited to participate in these interviews. Of these, 29 reported no 

memories of past lives, 28 refused or did not respond, and 33 were interviewed. The intention 

had been to interview between 20 and 50 participants.  

 

I located people who studied yoga and who lived, or had lived in Melbourne. Males and 

females were represented in the interviews, and they were adults. By my assessment, they 

were people without any significant mental illness, mostly employed, and I noted their 

occupations and their ethnic and religious backgrounds. Their occupations are noted in 
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Appendix 4. Most were not raised with an awareness of reincarnation, and their interest in 

this topic often began when they started their study of yoga. Their narratives came from 

experiences in meditation, dreams, reverie, and in one case, facilitated recall. Each one of 

these people recalled one or numerous past lives. 

 

The interview questions were reviewed by the VCA ethics board, and the ethics application 

was granted. Questions ranged from those about participant background to a request for a 

detailed recounting of events remembered in specific past lives. These semi-structured 

interview questions are recorded in Appendix 3. Attached as Appendices 1 and 2, are a plain 

language statement regarding this study, and the consent form. These documents were given 

to participants a week to a fortnight before meeting with me. I was the only person 

conducting the interviews and doing transcriptions. My commitment to participants was that I 

would be the only person to see data which could identify them. 

 

Most participants came to my studio. One participant was too ill to travel, so a hand-held 

voice recorder was used at her house. Another participant was interviewed using Skype, 

voice over internet protocol, from his residence in France. His interview was recorded. Three 

people in New South Wales, Australia, were interviewed by phone and notes were taken.  

 

At the studio, I had an MXL.006 USB cardioid condenser microphone attached to my 

computer. I recorded into the software musical program Garage Band, using separate tracks 

to facilitate transcription. I also made a copy in iTunes, and backed up copies on other hard 

drives. The studio was chosen because it was located conveniently for the participants, being 

close to the city, and because the interviews could be done out of business hours. The sound 

quality of the microphone was very good, but the room was not soundproofed. The audio 

recordings will be kept for a minimum of five years, in accordance with Ethics Committee 

requirements. 

 

Many of those interviewed were known to me. The snowball method was used for 

recruitment, with the original group referring their friends or associates. All participants felt 

that the interview process was a positive experience, and there were no occasions where the 

participant felt distressed or worried. Many were happy to have an opportunity to speak about 

experiences that were outside the realm of accepted social conversation. All those who were 

interviewed were invited to a screening of the completed animation.  
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I transcribed all sections of every interview, noting sections that I found significant in relation 

to memory, time, cycles and relationships. This was time consuming, but made me familiar 

with the content. Each participant was given an identifying set of letters, their initials. These 

were altered before publication. Interviews were analysed to determine the general ethnic and 

religious background of the participant and whether they would have been exposed to ideas 

about reincarnation in childhood or in their education. The time in their life when the 

memories began was identified, particularly in relation to the commencement of their study 

of yoga or meditation. Their state of mind or consciousness at the time of recall was explored, 

and also their experience of time during the recollection. They described their memories in 

detail. Participants contemplated whether relationships from past lives had continued in the 

present. They related any efforts they had made to confirm facts recalled from remembering a 

past life and they explained why they believed that their experiences were authentic. 

Participants also gave a definition of their understanding of the process of reincarnation. 

Themes from these interviews informed the screenplay. 

 

The interviews were thematically analysed using methods described by Strauss and Corbin 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Primary themes were located and from these, secondary themes 

were isolated, and characteristic themes informed the crafting of the story and the 

construction of the screenplay.  

 

Analysis of interviews 

Introduction 

For many of those interviewed, this was the first opportunity to disclose, contemplate or 

discuss their memories of past lives.  

 

Six themes were apparent. The first was regarding the process of how people recalled past 

lives. A connection with the practice of yoga or meditation is apparent. Place figured strongly 

in the narratives. People recounted memories of their moment of death, or stories from 

childhood that pointed to talents and interests already formed. Nearly everyone had 

connections with others in the present that they felt had roots in past lives, and some of those 

interviewed felt these connections with each other. Regarding authenticity, it was not the 
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purpose of this study to prove without doubt that people have past lives. However, 

participants do report knowledge that is unlikely to have been known by other means, and 

many people are very clear that their memories of past lives have the same qualities as those 

from this lifetime. A number of participants independently reported past lives in the company 

of each other. A number of participants, mostly women, recounted lifetimes as a member of a 

different gender.  

 

Participants also reported the lapsing of time between incarnations, the effects of past injuries 

on the physical body, being born as an animal, and having participated in the second world 

war. Some performed an activity that prompted remembering. There were no reports of a past 

life as a famous historical figure. Subjects often remembered some small section of a lifetime 

which illuminated present events. More than one woman described a dream where the soul of 

an unborn child indicated its presence. These dreams are called ‘announcing dreams’ by Ian 

Stevenson. (Stevenson, 1997) 

 

Stories highlighting the six main themes 

1. Ways of Remembering 

Awareness of past lifetimes occurred in different ways. They came in altered states of 

consciousness such as experiences, visions, dreams, reverie, meditation, sensory experience, 

impressions or feelings.  

 

Some participants were told of past lifetimes by a psychic or therapist, or in a guided 

regression, but they also had their own spontaneous experiences. Six were guided into a 

trance state, but all also had experiences in meditation. Two people were later told things by 

psychics that they had already experienced independently.  

 

Interviewees who remembered more than one life often experienced more than one means, 

and some of these categories overlap. Some experienced themselves as a witness to an 

unfolding drama, others as the protagonist, or as both at different moments. 

Experience 

This experience took place in Geneva, a place that AM had never visited. 



 28 

 

When I got out at the station I just had a sense that I knew where I was going and 

walked for maybe 20 minutes and in that time turned a number of corners and it 

wasn’t just strolling looking for something, it felt much more purposeful than that and 

I ended up in a smallish street with something like a large pension or a small 

boutique hotel, which I guess at one point could have been like an apartment block or 

something like that. There was nobody on the ground floor so I thought, no, they’re up 

on the first floor. So I went up in the old lift up to the first floor, got out of the lift and 

saw this elderly woman sitting at a desk down the end of the corridor. I went up to her 

and said hello and she looked up and said ‘Hello, I haven’t seen you for a long time.’ 

And I said ‘No’ and it felt strange and right at the same time. 

Altered State of Consciousness 

CAM experienced an altered state of consciousness during illness. 

 

I had a high fever, and I had this experience where I was just lying on my bed and I 

went way off into this other space, and I was a little boy, and I was in a war zone, a 

modern war zone. I think it was the second world war. There were machine guns 

firing.  

Shift in consciousness resulting in a sensory experience 

EF had a shift in consciousness, which resulted in a sensory experience of performing a 

similar action in another place and time. 

 

One night I was at a counter and I was measuring up a herbal prescription for a 

patient. The way that the clinic is set up is that I stand in front of the counter 

measuring the herbs with the scales which are on the counter and directly behind me 

is a big wall of the herbal jars. I’d gotten into a real rhythm with it, like a meditative 

rhythm, where I would measure the herbs and then put them on the sheet and then 

place the herbal jar directly behind me. It was almost like a dance or a rhythm that 

I’d got myself into. Then as I went to reach behind me, holding a jar of herbs to put 

that jar back on the shelf, all of a sudden my vision shifted and I was still holding a 

jar of herbs and I was still putting them back on a shelf, but it was – my vision had 

shifted into another reality and that was that all of a sudden I was in either a cellar 
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room or a basement room or maybe even just a low roofed mudbrick house - I 

couldn’t tell. But it was night time, and I could tell by the light that there was no 

electricity, only candles and maybe a fire or torches or something like that. And I just 

saw my hand, which looked a lot older than the hand that I knew at 17. And again, I 

was faced with a big wall of herbal jars.………So it was literally like a shift of focus 

and I was left standing in the middle of a busy health clinic, kind of wondering what 

that was, but I knew, like at that moment there was a deep recognition, even though 

that had been such a split second view – that I’d done this work before.  

Sensory experience prompting recall 

VM visited India for the first time. 

 

Actually it’s the smells, because it’s such an ancient thing. It’s the smells that really 

trigger it. I went on the train from Mumbai by Vasai.  There were cow patties there 

and smelt that Indian cow-ey smell. That’s what triggered it. It’s so familiar. The 

sunset and that cow smell. So familiar, and yet I’d never been there this life. So you 

know, don’t you? 

Recurring dream 

For three years, RF had a recurring dream of running from a burning house.  

 

…..living in a two storey farmhouse with thatched roof and it catches on fire, and 

somebody rescues me out of it and I run back in because my children are in there. As 

I’m running back in this man calls ‘Marie come back, come back’ and I go into the 

house so again I’ve got no outcome. This left me with such a strong impression that 

when my children were babies at night, I would go sniffing round the house to make 

sure there was no fire. Probably in Britain or maybe Brittany – my name was Marie. 

I’d wake afterwards, shaky, and couldn’t go back to sleep. My age at the first dream 

was 18 and it went on maybe for 3 years. 

Vision 

HAF told of a vision when meditating in the funeral tomb of an Indian saint. 

 

……. we went into meditation. The moment that I closed my eyes I saw the saint 

standing in front of me. In fact, it seemed that I had my eyes open. The saint appeared 
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in front of me. He put his left hand up and he drew back a curtain and he was 

showing me something. And I walked through that curtain and into my past life. 

Meditation 

GM, born in England, saw himself as an African man during meditation. 

 

I was in meditation and I went pretty deep and it was just very, very black and then 

this face appeared, and I knew I’d been this person. He was an African, about 28 to 

30 years old, and he looked like a leader of some sort. I got that sense about him. 

Quality of experience 

HF described changing from observer to character. 

 

I just had this spontaneous recall …. There were times when it was like looking on as 

an outsider and watching this story unfold, and then I’d sort of switch into being that 

character and I could sort of see the clothes that I was wearing and stuff as if I was in 

the body………I think again there were parts of it that would have been like real time. 

The part where I was feeling that I was in the body of that person, and then the other 

bit was like sitting outside watching a movie, which was faster obviously, because it 

condensed a lot of time.  

 

In meditation, NM described a feeling of witnessing a place and then experiencing from the 

point of view of his past life self. 

 

The way that it started was a series of image flashes. That was one – the forest. 

Another one was the inside of a huge church and another one was of looking outside 

the church and the sun was directly in front of the door and there was just – it was 

just swamped with light. They were the three main images that I recall that introduced 

the vision. 

I remember sitting on a very rustic, old looking wooden bench and table, …. I was 

lying on the table with my head on my hands and at that point is when I actually 

entered the character in the dream, so I could feel what he was feeling, and it was me.  

 

WF described losing her sense of time. 
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I think that one of the things I experienced was of being outside time, in that I felt very 

focussed in that experience and very present in that experience. So there was no sense 

of time, I lost the sense of time. So it came as a bit of a jolt to actually come back into 

that normal state where time passes in a linear kind of way. 

Revisiting an experience 

Because of a level of awareness honed by meditation, EF was able to revisit the time and 

place of a past life.  

 

I spent about a year in a yoga and meditation retreat site and while I was there I was 

meditating every day and the inner worlds were not foreign to me at all and I’d 

created a habit and quite a sustained high level of awareness. I thought that it would 

be a good opportunity to revisit my experience, or try to explore that a little bit more 

because I’d never really looked at it before. …….. And so I was meditating on this 

experience a lot and trying to put myself back in this room. There were a few times 

when I was able to go back….I was able to actually glance around.  

 

2. The Significance of Place 

All the interviewees had memories related to a particular location. Some had a particular 

feeling of connection to a place, or a feeling of familiarity. Certain individuals described a 

memory of a place as if they had been there. Others were in a particular place which 

prompted a memory of having been there before in another lifetime.  Some talked about a 

geographical place in a particular historical time.  

Connections with a place 

DF felt a love of Germany when she was a child. 

 

As a child, like in early primary school, I remember being totally enamoured of 

everything German, loved everything German. It was just – they were so cultured. 

Their musicians were brilliant. I thought they were very great people, you know. And 

then I found out – so I was only about 7 or 8 – then I found out that we’d been at war 

with Germany, and that the Nazis – and I was suddenly very sort of ashamed, and 

withdrew that childish love of everything German. I drew back.  
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Memory of a place 

QF talked of her memories of living in a violent relationship with a man who murdered her 

when she was 17 by spearing her outside their cottage, on the cobblestones. She described her 

home. 

 

The cottage was like a stone – not stone – not plaster. It must have been some kind of 

– it didn’t look like an Irish cottage, those white – but it was – it was more the inside. 

The inside was wooden, just sort of old wood around and unpolished. It wasn’t 

polished floorboards or anything like that. I remember it had a stove, some kind of 

really old stove, small, just some small stove. A really heavy, heavy iron. So that was 

this one room, and that was like the kitchen as well. There was a table. So when he 

tossed me around I sort of would be bumping into things and then we’d go into the 

bedroom and the bedroom would just basically fit the bed in there. I can’t remember 

anything else in there except the bed. And the bed was reasonably high and it was not 

fancy.  

Connection to a country 

LF had always felt a connection to Asia. 

 

When I was doing my Masters thesis, which was on….a female energy in Tibetan 

tantric practice – it was on a female deity. I went to India….I went on a bus trip with 

some people out to the ruins of Nalanda University, which is where some of the great 

master teachers went from there to Tibet in the very early centuries. I can remember 

as I walked around there I felt SO sure that I had been there before. I could just feel it 

and I knew I’d been a monk there.  

… I’m pretty sure that I sat down quietly by myself somewhere at the time, but it was 

more this sense of familiarity. I’m thinking it was probably 8th century. 

 

On the Isle of Skye, off the coast of Scotland, JM had a very strong feeling of familiarity with 

that place, and had the sense of leaving there. He felt that he was a Scottish minister of 

religion sailing to an island south of Vanuatu around the 18th century. 

 

The experience that really got to me was when I went to the island … of Erakor, and I 

was the minister there.  And I was a pretty stern old sod. …..  
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I felt very strange. I walked round this beautiful island, small island, just a couple of 

miles across, just off the mainland, and it felt eerie. And when we walked back we 

came to where the missionary house had been, and there was a graveyard. And when 

I stopped and saw the graveyard, it just blew me away. I realised I was like the 

minister looking at the grave of my wife and my children that had all died from 

disease.  

 

VM visited India for the first time. 

 

When I first got off the plane and got on the train, that’s when I really felt the 

recognition that I’d been there before. That’s very, very powerful – the smell of the 

cows and the burning – they were burning something off, I can’t remember what it 

was. Those smells as well, just triggered the recognition that I’d been there. It was 

really like a homecoming for me. There was tremendous peace in that. I cried. I cried 

– it was really moving to be back home there – to be back on my home ground really, 

that’s what it was. Just the light and the colours in the sky, all that, just triggered all 

these ancient memories. Yes, it was quite something. 

Knowing directions in an unfamiliar country 

RF had never been to England before. 

 

Brighton was also familiar. In 1972 I got out of the station and walked up the main 

street towards the pier and knew it. Just knew it. Knew where fish and chip shop was, 

knew where pub was – built around 1930s, 1940s. I was quite excited at finding these 

places, like a child. I hurried along with excitement at seeing these places. I 

recognised it. 

 

3. Connections 

Past and present connections between participants 

Of the 33 people interviewed, all but one clearly felt that there were people around them who 

they had known in past lives. This person said ‘maybe.’ 
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Performing similar activities with connections in past life and present 

QF described a connection with a close friend. 

 

I had this image of her and I, not an image like, it was like a vision. Of her and I, of 

Carmelite nuns together when they had the vow of silence and you couldn’t speak. 

And we used to spend all our days praying and praying. And we came into this life, 

and we’ve been so close…….And we’ve also sung in churches together! A lot. A lot. 

Like just gone off to churches and done harmonies. Sung hymns in churches just 

randomly and we’ve even recorded singing there with other people. Not a choir – 

some kind of a choir but doing more abstract stuff. So I think we’ve probably been in 

about six churches together. But really beautiful times and spirituality has been a 

really strong part of our connection, talking about the Catholic kind of path as well – 

discussing on that level but expanding into things that – somehow there’s a 

connection, a root in the Catholic church. 

 

DF recalled a past life as a Maori midwife. She is now a theatre nurse assisting with 

caesarians. 

Watching an activity being performed prompts recognition of relationship 

WF watched a friend sewing and was transported into the memory of a lifetime in Victorian 

or Edwardian England. 

 

….a very close friend of mine … was a neighbour a couple of doors up the road, and 

this happened to me a few times when I’ve known her over the years. I’d be sitting 

with her at the table and she might be sewing or something like that, and I’d just 

somehow go into this experience of having seen her do that before and being able to 

see a large old house and just having the impression of having been with her and seen 

her do that, but in a different context. And it was just something about her manner 

and the way that she sat and the way she held the stuff, held the fabric and the needle 

and was sewing, and the lighting, just really took me from being in that particular 

room into another place and another time. And I would see her wearing different 

clothes and have the experience of a different sort of relationship between us, like we 

were sisters. And I remember telling her this and she said ‘Yes, she felt that she had 

lived a life in England’ and I felt that too, that I had lived a life in England – in which 
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she lived in this old house, one of those grand sorts of mansions, multi storey 

mansions, in Victorian or Edwardian England. Probably, maybe it stretched over 

both. It was interesting connecting up with somebody else who can verify it from their 

own subjective experience. 

Conflict because of a past relationship 

When YM wanted to marry, there was great opposition from his prospective mother in law. 

 

I was innately aware of a past life experience of her (mother in law) being like, I use 

the word witch, but the priestess come healer come, that figure in the royal 

court………I was serving her, and as this progressed I realised that I was her man 

boy come servant come toy boy – so I don’t know if that’s why she had a grudge at the 

time but…I was quite young – 16 to 18. As I said, it was intensely clear that this was a 

relationship that had happened….I’m not an incredibly visual person but I remember 

seeing her dress, in this purple outfit that was full length, like a robe kind of thing, to 

the point where she had a hat that she would put on when she went out from her 

working space, if she went out to the King and the Queen area, the court, then there 

was also this hat that she would put on. She was priestess come healer come – I don’t 

know whether she might have also been an astrologer as well, but I remember she 

would send me off to get herbs.  

YM described this to his mother in law. 

That was one of the clear things, and that’s what I told her. I’d fetch things for her 

and that. It was when I said there was more to it than that that she – it resonated for 

her. 

Changed family relationship between two people  

A letter from BAF’s brother prompted a memory of being his wife in another lifetime. 

 

I received a very touching letter from (brother),….. A while later, on the couch, I fell 

into a reverie …. I was in a loving, passionate sexual embrace with (brother), in a 

former life. He was my husband. I was his wife. We were madly in love with each 

other. There was no picture associated with this experience, rather, it was a very deep 

feeling, and certainly clear knowledge. 
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Illness because of past life trauma 

ABF remembered being a young girl who was a human sacrifice in Aztec or Inca times. She 

was stabbed through the throat. 

 

I’ve had problems with my neck all my life and I understood that actually the 

problems with my neck came from that spear going through my throat, right through 

my throat and out my neck and I’m still having problems in this life because of that. 

Role reversal 

CM described how he was changing his godson’s nappy and decided to bathe him. 

The action of washing him triggered a ‘flash in his mind’ that the boy had done this 

for him in a previous lifetime. Now their roles were reversed.  

Emotional Links 

DF had a feeling of recognition of her daughter and her husband. 

 

…Certainly my children but especially my second daughter, recognising her when I 

first saw her face, that kind of thing. Well, straight away – I was surprised that it was 

her. But I recognised her. When she was born. You know, she was handed to me. I 

said ‘Oh, its you!’ And I don’t know what that means. I can’t say – I just knew, well, I 

recognised her straight away. I also recognised my husband.  

Mutual Recognition 

When he was eleven, AM had his appendix removed, and experienced a mutual recognition 

with a nurse. 

 

I had such a strong sense of knowing her and because I was a kid, my first thought 

was that she was a neighbour and that I must have known her from the 

neighbourhood. I hadn’t been to hospital before. She walked by a few times and I saw 

her looking at me and then she smiled a bit, tentatively, then after a little while of this, 

she came and she said ‘I know you, don’t I?’ and I said ‘Yes, I know you too.’ ‘But’ 

she said, ‘I’ve looked at your name on the record and I don’t actually know you.’ I 

said ‘I don’t really know you either, but I do know you’, and she said ‘Yeah, I know 

you too.’ That was it.  

Did you feel warm towards her?  
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Oh, very, very, yeah. And she was the same? Oh, very friendly, yeah. A sense of, oh, I 

don’t know, I don’t want to overdramatise it, but certainly a sense of coming across 

somebody, yeah, we basically knew each other. It was very, very powerful. 

 

Two sisters who were interviewed were BF and DAF. They both feel that BF was DAF’s 

child in a past life. DAF has a son who is very close to his aunt, and he used to say that he 

and his aunt were once children together. 

 

…we used to go on the swings. You remember when we were on the swings when we 

were little together. 

 

4. Transition  

Half the participants remembered dying a violent death, often in two or three different 

lifetimes. 

Violent death and fears in childhood 

HAF recalled her violent death, as an Indian queen forced to commit Sati. She was thrown on 

a funeral pyre when her husband of two years, the King, died. As a child HAF had a terror of 

fire. 

 

I was 15. I had been married to a man who lived a long way away. We were – I was 

from a royal family. I was a princess. They lived a long way away, but they thought 

that they were making a good marriage for me. And when I got to the place, my 

husband was dying. He was – he only lived, well, I think, for two years, until I was 

seventeen. So, I had always wanted to have children. I desperately wanted to have 

children. That was really important to me. So, I had no children. And he died. And in 

this place, which I think might have been in Rajasthan, the custom was that the 

woman, you know, the wife – the seventeen year old virgin wife, that is – was meant to 

throw herself on the funeral pyre….. And I was murdered. I was actually thrown onto 

the funeral pyre. 

Violent death and fear of German soldiers as an adult 

CAM recalled running through the ruins of a village in Europe, possibly in Germany. 
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I was a little boy, and I was in a war zone, a modern war zone. I think it was the 

second world war. There were machine guns firing. I was about 10 years old. I was 

terrified, and I was trying to protect a little girl, who I’m pretty sure was my sister, a 

few years younger than me. I was probably about ten; she was probably about eight. I 

was trying to protect her from this gunfire by running through the ruins of stone 

buildings. It was a European setting but it was rubble. And we ran for a little while 

and suddenly it went completely black, and my sense was that we’d been killed. 

He visited Germany for the first time as an adult. 

When I first went to Germany, the minute I crossed the border, I was filled with 

terror. Yep, absolutely terrified. I was on a train travelling from Vienna in Austria to 

Southern Germany and as we crossed the border, two German border police walked 

down the train, with uniforms and big boots, clunk, clunk, clunk. This is me, I went 

‘Oh my God’ and I was filled with the chemistry of terror.  

Human sacrifice 

ABF recalled a violent death as a human sacrifice. 

 

I had this over a period of months and then I started getting images, and it was 

images of a whole group of people, dark people, chanting and going around me, and I 

realised that I was the human sacrifice. I don’t know when it was but what came to me 

at the time was Aztecs or Incas, somewhere around there…… Over time, as I went on, 

I started getting flashes of myself tied to something that was turning upside down then 

turning the other way……As the chanting would build up and get to a crescendo I 

would become – I would start to get quite frightened. I saw myself like a young girl 

right at puberty and I was tied on this thing and I understood that I was to be 

sacrificed and I felt really honoured because it was a real honour and some kind of 

religious ritual and I was honoured to be chosen but I was also frightened. And then 

eventually I got to the point where I saw, the chanting reached a crescendo and they 

all came with their spears and stabbed me and one of the spears went right through 

my throat and I started choking and it was absolutely terrifying. 
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Childhood fear of water 

WF had a fear of water and a fear of drowning so intense that even though she had swimming 

lessons as a child and again an adult, she is unable to swim, and she is still anxious about 

drowning.  

 

I felt like I was a witch or some sort of healer, and the feeling of being hunted down 

and tortured as a witch, drowned. I’ve always had a fear of the water and a fear of 

drowning. Ever since I was a child I’ve been afraid of the water…. 

Generalised Fear 

EAM recalled a past life as a young Jewish boy who hid on and off for months in a 

cupboard to stay away from the Nazis. 

 

I had this realisation that I’d been a child during that time and that I was Jewish, and 

that I was hiding in a cupboard for a long time, from the regime. ……fear’s been a 

big thing in my life… 

A Warrior’s Death 

ABF remembered a fight to the death. 

 

I had a whole vision of it, of myself as a Chinese warrior. I looked down, and I was 

dressed all in white and I think it was a long time ago, and we were doing a 

demonstration for the Emperor and it was a fight to the death. I was doing martial 

arts and my opponent had something like a knife. It was obviously some kind of ritual 

thing but it was like a knife, so then we fought and I felt very calm inside. I did my 

martial arts and he came with his knife and eventually he stabbed me right in the 

heart and I just went off into a white mist and I felt that was quite a good death 

because I felt I was doing the right thing. I was serving my emperor and I was doing 

what the emperor wanted and I’d tried my best and that was a good death. 

Death in Wartime 

BAF recalled her death in Russia. 

 

I saw this vision. I am lying in the snow, with one of those fur hats or caps, Russian 

hats to keep the cold out in winter. A Nazi soldier is pointing a gun at me – fires – and 
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at that moment I’m watching myself rise up out of that body. The point of death. ……I 

was shot in the chest. I was an enlisted civilian. I was a farmer. Now, I didn’t see any 

of this, but the knowledge that came with it – I was working on the land, some 

agricultural farming. I think I was around about 40, a man. The retreat of Russia, 

when was that – about ’43, ’44. 

 

5. Spiritual Practices 

A criterion for inclusion in this study was that participants were actively practising some 

form of yoga or meditation, or had studied this at some time in their lives. 27 studied yogic 

meditation, 4 did Buddhist meditation, and 3 practised hatha yoga.  

 

Of the 27 yogic meditators, 11 reported having their first memories of a past life within a year 

of beginning meditation. There appears to be a link between the introspective practices of 

meditation and revelations of knowledge about the practitioner’s past lives. All participants 

had their experiences of past lives following a practice of yoga and meditation, so it may be 

that their experiences were a consequence of these practices. 

Karma 

Paramahansa Yogananada defines Karma as ‘The law of cause and effect governing human 

actions.’ (Yogananda, 1995) A person who performs good actions attracts good events and 

vice versa, not necessarily within the same lifetime.  

Future Lifetimes 

No questions were included about possible future lives because for those engaged in the study 

of yoga, the goal is to become self-realised and not to be reborn again. The process of 

continual rebirth and consequent expansion of experience and knowledge, is considered to be 

an evolutionary process which culminates in liberation.  

 

Paramahansa Yogananda writes 

It takes a long time – many incarnations of right action, good company, help of the 

guru, self-awakening, wisdom, and meditation – for man to regain his soul 

consciousness of immortality. (Chapter 2, verse 22 commentary from Bhagavad Gita.)  
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Awareness of other lifetimes in childhood 

As a young girl, WF contemplated her next lifetime. 

 

I do remember an instance and I can’t remember how old I was. I was sitting with my 

mother in front of the fire one day and I said to her…I was in this kind of reverie and I 

said to her…hey mum, you know in the NEXT life, can you remember what happened 

in this one, and I recall trying to project myself into the future, looking back on this 

life and remembering it or feeling…and she laughed and said no and there was a part 

of me that said, but why not, that said, hmmm I can’t think of the right expression…to 

react to that, that felt this sense of why can’t you remember, why shouldn’t you 

remember? 

Enlightenment 

OM had this opinion.  

  

I feel like I’m here to complete my journey. I feel that I’m here to attain 

enlightenment, in this lifetime, which would signify the end of life, death, rebirth, what 

do they call it – breaking the karmic cycle of birth and rebirth, death and rebirth. I 

feel like that’s why I’m here. I’m here to attain enlightenment. I’ve always felt really 

strongly that this is my last life on earth. Whenever people talk about rebirth – oh, I’m 

going to be born as this or that, I just disdainfully look at them and say, and think, I’m 

not going to be reborn again.  

Evolution 

YM felt that reincarnation was related to the process of evolution. ‘Going back’ refers to the 

incarnation of a soul at a more rudimentary form of existence. 

 

I don’t see it as the reward and punishment thing – that’s a simplistic way of looking 

at it. I see it as an evolution of consciousness. The only reason to go back would be to 

relearn lessons. I’m being a bit subjective here. I like the idea of evolving 

consciousness.  

Guidance 

While meditating, NM had a vision of being shown many of his past lifetimes. 
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First time I entertained it as a reality was during a meditation experience, not a 

dream. A vision started to unfold and in the vision my meditation teacher was there by 

my side and he said, let’s go down some steps and we went down some steps into a 

chamber and in the chamber were these rows of people, men, women, young children, 

old people, all sexes, of all different races, and I couldn’t see their faces. It was just 

their backs, and we were walking sort of through them, and he allowed me to sort of 

take in my surroundings without saying anything and finally when we got to the end I 

did see some of their faces although I don’t recall now the detail, or a whole lot of 

detail about their faces. When we got to the end he turned around and said, ‘These 

are all you.’ From previous lives. 

Initiation  

ABF talks of a group of people who gathered in her boarding house lounge after a yoga 

chant.  

 

There was an American married couple and a Canadian girl and two other guys. 

When we came together, we were just sitting there in the afternoon and there was this 

tremendous energy in the room, and I started to have movements and I went and put 

my hand on every single person in the room and as I did that every single person 

started having these same movements of energy which they didn’t normally have. It 

was very profound and at the end of it we all talked about it and we realised that we’d 

all been together in another life and that we had made a vow. We were all seekers and 

we made a vow that if one of us got initiation we’d all get together and that person 

would share it with everybody. It was really profound…… 

…..We’d come together in Vancouver, in that place, just for that to happen. And I’m 

here now (in Australia.) We all went our own ways after that.  

 

6. Authenticity  

Facts are verified by others, or by historical documentation. Some subjects confirm stories 

told by others. 

Participants report ‘just knowing’ or have a ‘gut feeling’ that their experience is authentic. 

Memories have the same quality, whether from this lifetime or from a past lifetime. 

Participants have knowledge that is unlikely to have been gained by other means. 
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Recognition of a location from a photo 

HAF wrote in detail of her memories of living and sailing in a seaside village in England. 

Decades later, she saw a photo of a fishing village in Devon, seen from the sea. She 

recognised this as her former home, matching her previous description.  

Directions on making musical instruments 

FM had childhood dreams of early music instruments and of a master instrument maker who 

used to show him how to construct musical instruments. He later saw these instruments in a 

book about early musical instruments, and FM eventually became a luthier. 

Spontaneous remembering in a particular location, reading a different language 

ZM was in France in 1979, wandering around Paris, a place he had never visited. He walked 

from his little room in Montmartre towards the Rodin museum.  

 

I’d gone down a cobbled street and turned right, and I can’t remember if it was 

before or after I read the plaque on the wall, but there was a plaque that basically 

said that that was the place where a French resistance person had been shot - chased 

and captured and shot. I can’t remember what the plaque said, but it said that they’d 

been killed there and at this time I could actually hear the footprints, like clunking, 

like you do on a cobblestone with metal things on your – like in the old times you used 

to have metal plates to protect the leather on your shoes. So it had that sort of sound. 

There were people running and shouting and they were being chased and someone 

was shot. And I really had the very strange feeling of knowing the whole thing. It 

wasn’t like I’d just imagined it. It was virtually a movie playback. It’s a long time ago 

now so I can’t really remember the detail of it but I wondered if then – it was almost 

as if I had either been the person who shot or was also running away and saw it 

happen. But I was certainly on the Resistance side, there was no doubt there, and I 

felt the fear of it, and the righteousness of it. I felt all of that and it was very, very 

strong. 

I think I was running away. Whether I was the person who was shot, I don’t know. I 

was on the side of the person who got shot and I can remember the fear and the 

running, the running round the corner. The sound of it, most particularly, and the 

shouts. And the shouts to stop and that sort of thing. And the gunshot.  

During this same trip, he visited a bookstore. 
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I know a little bit of schoolboy French, enough to order a bun in a café or something. 

It wasn’t anything profound. So I was flicking through the book to see what it was 

about and I was slightly amazed to find that I’d read two pages. I realised – how 

could I do that because I don’t read French? And as soon as I realised I couldn’t read 

any more. But I fluently read two pages of that book, which is bizarre. 

UM’s dream location is confirmed by others 

……a third dream was about a riverside, or seaside, whatever it was, that then had a 

big ferry, like there was a big shed alongside the road, and in that shed was a ferry 

and it went across to wherever – I thought to another country or something like that. 

And I took this to be three quite disembodied places that all came up in these dreams. 

I won’t say they were familiar, but I did know something about them. And my guess 

was that the row of terrace houses was probably somewhere in Europe, that the ferry 

was probably in Norway somewhere, and the castle could be almost anywhere in 

Europe really, almost anywhere. The only thing that did strike me was that there was 

a suburb, or the area it was in was called Boreal. Now, really from the Latin, that 

means ‘the North’ a place that’s North somewhere. I still don’t know to this day if 

there’s any such place with that name. …… 

 

There are Boreal forests in Canada. 

His friend came back from travelling and he attended her slide show, and UM recognized the 

castle from his dream.  

 

….It was actually the Chateau Frontenac which is actually in Quebec city. It’s in 

Canada. It’s not in Europe at all. So I thought oh, crikey I know that place. Then 

suddenly it occurred to me, hang on, if you go down there to the right does a row of 

terraces go down the hill? Yeah. And at the bottom of the hill there’s a ferry. She said 

yeah. I’d never been there before. It freaked her mother. Absolutely freaked her 

mother, because she thought how the hell does he know this stuff? I’d never been to 

Canada or America or anywhere like it…. 

Visions of a Place 

FM had visions of German architecture before he visited Germany. 
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Meditation came very easy for me, and the images, the fantasies, the meditations at 

that time were so deep and so vividly…. had a dream-like state that was almost 

tangible, and I must say that in particular the images of the German big cities with 

their big mausoleums were so familiar again that it looked – I’ve been there.  

So you saw visions of them before you went there?  

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Big large squares with these enormous buildings that are very 

significant – they stand out in the German architecture. 

 Connected with Nazi Germany?  

Yeah.  

At that time, were you seeing them from the inside or the outside?  

More from the outside actually.  

So how do you interpret that, seeing visions of these buildings?  

At that time, when I first – cos it was actually a recurring event in my meditations, 

that I had no doubt that I had been there before, had absolutely no doubt at all. 

 

Analysis of Films  

Culturally, the world is broadly divided into East and West. This separation originates from 

religious traditions, such as Jewish and Christian for the West, and including Hinduism and 

Buddhism for the East. This division is reflected in these films related to reincarnation. 

Twelve films are Western and twelve are Eastern in atmosphere.  

 

Many of the films made in the West involve the accumulation of a number of clues in a 

mystery that add up to the possibility or the likelihood that reincarnation exists. Films made 

in the East often have the acceptance of reincarnation as the starting point. Kundun, and Little 

Buddha, are influenced by the beliefs of Buddhism, although their directors are American.  

Ten Canoes, with its expression of indigenous beliefs, has more in common with the Eastern 

films, as does the meditative Quattro Volte.   

Themes 

Six main themes were apparent in analysis of participant interviews. At least 40 films were 

viewed, and these themes were applied to the analysis of 29 representative films. Of these, 24 

were selected for inclusion.  
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Ways of Remembering 

How did the experience manifest? How was it remembered? 

The Significance of Place 

Did being in a particular location prompt past life memories of this place? This theme was 

significant in participant interviews, but less represented in films. 

Connections 

Which relationships were maintained in the present and the past lifetime? 

Transition 

Death. How did the subject die? Was it a violent death? 

Was the subject the same gender in present and past lifetimes? 

Spirituality 

Did spirituality have a role to play in retrieving or interpreting memories? Does the subject 

feel that karma may have been involved? 

Authenticity 

Is there proof that the memories are real? Do others have similar memories? Is there 

historical documentation of a past life, or of the way that a person would be living in the 

past? Is it likely that the present person had no knowledge from other sources of events they 

relate?  

Other 

‘Announcing dreams’ refer to a situation where a soul appears to inform the dreamer that 

they are going to be reborn, often as a relative of the dreamer. (Stevenson, 2000) These were 

also reported, but these were not used as a heading in the film analysis. 

 

When analysing the films, I have noted significant images. When there are many characters, 

where their relationships are complex, or where their names are not English, I have outlined 

the characters. I have briefly listed other significant themes.  
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Individual Film Analysis 

Belladonna 

Director: Annika Glac. Australia, Poland. 2009 

 

Synopsis 

Quiet Luke is a Melbourne naturopath and neurotic Katherine is a lawyer. They are about to 

marry. Luke has nightmares and is undergoing hypnosis. He recalls a life in the 1600s, in 

pastoral Europe. Luke meets Amelia and realises that they were lovers from those medieval 

times. Amelia has just been diagnosed with breast cancer, and at his wedding, Luke leaves 

and chooses Amelia and her uncertain future, instead of marrying Katherine. 

 

Belladonna means ‘beautiful woman’ but it is also a poisonous plant from the nightshade 

family, which has purple berries. It is an hallucinogenic and it is associated with witchcraft. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Luke has dreams and nightmares about his past life. 

Under hypnosis, Luke discovers more about his past.  

 

At Kate’s prompting, Luke takes some of her Valium, and falls asleep in a Chinese 

restaurant. He dreams as the past life herbalist, seeing the old man as a ghost dressed in 

Belladonna purple, mixing up the Belladonna flowers into a paste.  

 

The Significance of Place 

In both lifetimes, Luke was surrounded with herbs. In his current life he is a naturopath at 

The Wellness Centre. He rides a bike, and prefers a simple life. In his past life he was a 

young woman well versed in herbalism, living in a simple hut in the country, with a much 

older man as a partner. 

 

Connections 

Luke is the herbalist in the past, a woman married to an old man who was Kate. Amelia is the 

herbalists’ male lover in the past. 



 48 

The present – 1990s, Melbourne  The past – 1600s, pastoral Europe 

Luke, naturopath Herbalist – young female, wife 

Kate, lawyer Old man, husband 

Amelia  Herbalist’s male lover 

 

Amelia, wearing a simple dress which is the purple of the belladonna flower, comes out of 

the change room where Kate is trying on her white wedding dress. There is an instant 

recognition between Luke and Amelia. We are shown a couple in the forest in the past and 

we know that they are that couple. Immediately they are interrupted by Kate showing Luke 

her wedding dress. Kate is not secure about her appearance despite being very good looking. 

Kate 

How do I look? 

 

Luke becomes uncomfortable, leaves and waits in the car. Amelia walks by. It is as if he's 

waiting to see her, but again, Kate interrupts. This is an echo of the past when the lovers miss 

each other. The male lover waits in the mist. The herbalist is undecided about joining him. 

She watches her lover leave and she sobs. 

 

The old man is concerned about his reputation, and about all the sacrifices he has made for 

the herbalist. In this he is like Kate. The old man thinks the girl is having the devil's child. 

The villagers say they see her flying. She dismisses this idea. She knows that she is having 

her lover’s child. 

Luke is rinsing his face. The past herbalist is rinsing her face. The herbalist in the forest picks 

a flower and we see it in Luke's hand, back in the clinic.  

 

A green gem appears in the past and present lifetimes.  

In the past, the lovers cavort in the forest. The man is naked, and the air is full of energy and 

laughter. He gives the herbalist a green jewel, and asks her to come with him, because there is 

no future for the young man in this location. 

 

Amelia Browne comes to see Luke at the clinic. She is dark and a little wild looking, 

comfortable in her body, like the male lover from the past. She seeks Luke out, just as in the 

past the lover sought out the herbalist. Amelia is wearing the green gem as a pendant. Luke 
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wears a black-and-white shirt with plants printed all over it. Amelia has a medieval looking 

sun tattooed on her back. 

 

Transition 

Death 

The herbalist does not leave with her lover. When the old man dies through illness, she 

suicides by eating Belladonna berries as she digs her own grave. 

 

Gender 

We are encouraged to believe that the gender of the main characters is the same in past and 

present, but it is actually reversed. The past male lover is reborn as Amelia. The old man 

becomes Kate. The female herbalist becomes Luke.  

 

Spirituality 

In the past life, the old man is Catholic. He blesses his bread before eating. He believes in the 

devil and in witchcraft. He prays to God for guidance before he kills the herbalist’s baby, 

knowing that it is not his, and believing that it is the devil's baby. The herbalist is pagan and 

uses plants for medicine. The villagers think that she is a witch. She has a strong connection 

to nature rather than to formal religion. 

 

Kate arranges a counselling session with a Catholic priest, Father Neville, at St Barts. She 

does not take into account the fact that Luke is not Catholic. The wedding is more for Kate's 

family because Luke’s adoptive parents live in Denmark. 

 

Karma 

The twist in the story is that Luke was a woman suspected of being a witch because of her 

knowledge of herbs, and his fiancée Katherine was an old man who killed the herbalist’s 

baby. There are consequences that flow from this. 

 

Because Kate killed and burned a baby in the past, she will not have a baby in the present. 

Luke doesn't want children. He is adopted, so he feels rejected by his biological parents. The 

determination to never have children is not negotiable for Luke, and Kate is aware of this. 

 

In the lane outside, Kate yells:  
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You wait till my eggs are nearly dried up to tell me this… If you want to be with me you 

have to have a family with me. 

 

Kate mistreated Luke in the past, so he will not marry her in the present.  

 

Luke and Amelia forged a bond in the past that remains in the present.  

In the past, Luke as the herbalist said:  

Wait for me. 

Amelia waited, and they were reunited in the present. Luke has another chance to make the 

decision to be with Amelia. Amelia has cancer in the present, and Luke has the training to 

assist in her healing.  

 

Authenticity  

This is suggested through the personalities of the characters–the openness of Luke, the 

controlling nature of Kate. In both lifetimes, the Kate character has the power, the respect, the 

affluence of the old man. The other two are young and do not belong to the mainstream 

establishment, but are on the fringes. 

 

Kate believes only in Western medicine and has no respect for complementary medicine, 

even though this is Luke’s chosen career. She is dominant and anxious. When a man 

collapses in the park Luke treats him with rescue remedy.  

 

Kate 

Give the man some drugs Luke! 

 

He doesn't. As in his past life, his knowledge of natural medicine is secure, and Luke is 

unwavering in pursuing and practicing his skills.  

 

Kate wants to live in the country, with animals. This is how she lived in her past life, but this 

desire is incongruous with her present lifestyle as a fashionable, wealthy lawyer. 

 

It is Kate who proposes. Luke is impulsive. Kate loves control. Following her proposal, Luke 

gets white flowers, kneels and proposes on the footpath with Kate in the car. She starts 
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planning a church wedding immediately. Her mobile rings and she answers it, even though 

Luke is still kneeling by the gutter. 

 

Kate presents Luke with an expensive car as an engagement present, although he is happy 

with his bike, and he tells her this.   

Kate 

A doctor should have a good car, not a pushbike. 

 

Their financial situations are unequal, and Kate has higher status. 

 

In the past life, the old man is blonde, like Kate in the present. He believes that his partner 

cast a spell to make him impotent, but this is not true. The herbalist is fond of him. He is her 

protector from witch hunters, and also her tormentor.  

 

Kate in the present, and the old man in the past, suffer from blood noses. 

 

When the old man is sick the herbalist still looks after him, even though he killed her baby, 

because she has integrity as a healer.  

Old man 

Let me die. 

 

The herbalist moves her hands above his body, making passes, saying ‘Sun’ as she moves her 

hands in one direction and ‘Moon’, as she moves her hands in the other. It is a healing 

gesture. 

In the present, Luke is the healer. 

 

Specific themes 

The most pervasive theme is related to karma, the law of cause and effect. Kate, in particular, 

is experiencing the results of her actions in a past life.  

‘Wait for me’ is a line that is repeated by the young herbalist. Luke and Amelia wait for each 

other, nearly miss each other, but are finally reunited. 

Living with love in contented poverty can be better than living with wealth and neurosis.  

 

Images 
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There is a point when Kate turns into the old man, full of anger and with a bleeding nose. It 

only happens for a moment, but it is shocking. She says  

 

Kate 

Don't walk away from me. 

 

In the past Luke didn't walk away. 

 

The purple belladonna flowers are associated with the herbalist and her lover. 

White flowers are associated with Kate, with her blond hair. 

 

When travelling to his wedding Luke and the doctor wear white flower buttonholes in their 

suits. Luke gets out of the doctor’s car and mounts his bike. The doctor rips the flower from 

Luke’s buttonhole, and it is uncertain whether Luke will decide to continue on to the 

ceremony and marry Kate. 

 

When Luke arrives at the wedding, the doctor puts the white flower back in Luke’s 

buttonhole, signifying the link with Kate. Luke is once again in danger of poisoning. He risks 

the burial of his true self and his destiny by staying with Kate. 

 

As Luke looks at his bride Kate and the ceremony starts, he has a vision of digging his own 

grave in the snow, having taken poison from the purple belladonna flower in his past life as 

the herbalist. He feels that going through with the wedding is like digging his own grave. 

 

As the herbalist pushes earth over herself, lying in the grave, Luke passes out on the ground. 

Time passes. Later, by the road, he throws up the symbolic poison. He has his bike, symbol 

of freedom and greenness.  

 

Time passes. In the morning he is sitting in the gutter in his shirtsleeves. 

 

When Amelia awakes from her procedure, Luke is lying with her in the hospital. They are 

finally together. We see the past herbalist say, ‘Wait for me.’ 

This was Luke’s request, and Amelia has waited lifetimes.  

 



 53 

Ten Canoes 

Directors: Rolf de Heer, Peter Djigirr. Australia. 2006 

 

Synopsis 

An aboriginal storyteller in Australia’s Northern Territory tells a story within a story. His 

narrative in the time of his ancestors is presented in black and white, and the more distant 

past is shown in colour. In the past, Dayindi fancies his brother’s wife, and as they carry bark 

for canoes, his brother tells him a cautionary tale set in the distant past so that Dayindi will 

understand the proper way to behave.  

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

The storyteller relates how he was a spirit who was reborn. This seems to be something he 

recalls consciously, rather than something he saw in a dream or vision. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The swamp, the camp and the waterhole are all connected in the past, the distant past, and the 

present. They are specific locations, but they also seem to exist outside time. 

 

The distant past is described as a time when all the ancestors and even their fathers and 

grandfathers were still little fish in their waterholes, as yet unborn. This time is after the great 

water goanna named the trees, the birds, the plants and the people. It is after the people were 

given the Law. 

 

Connections 

There are parallels with older and younger brothers in the past and distant past, but they are 

not the same characters reborn. The distant past story ends before Ridjimiraril is reborn. 

 

Transition 

The storyteller explains how he made the transition from being a spirit to being born as a 

human. He says that he was looking like a little fish in his waterhole. When his father came 

near the waterhole, the storyteller asked him for his mother, because the storyteller wanted to 

be born. His father pointed out one of his wives, then the storyteller waited until the right 
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time, and entered her vagina. His father then had a dream that this wife had a little one inside 

her.  

 

The storyteller explains that when he dies he will go back to his waterhole, and he will wait 

there, like a little fish, waiting to be born again. He says that this is true, and it has always 

been like that for his people. 

 

Death 

In the distant past, the proud warrior Ridjimiraril is speared because he killed a man he 

thought had abducted his wife.  

 

The sorcerer is unable to help Ridjimiraril. Everyone is aware that he will die, and they come 

out of the bush from every location. Ridjimiraril dances his own death dance so that his 

ancestors will come to him when he is dying. The ancestors and those present want to make 

sure that Ridjimiraril’s soul leaves his heart. Men colour Ridjimiraril’s body in coloured 

earth, and cut his hair. They paint the design of his waterhole on him so that his spirit can 

find its way back to its waterhole. They chase his soul away by sweeping branches along his 

body. They do this because sometimes the soul doesn’t want to leave. The camera pans 

upwards to sky and clouds and we know that Ridjimiraril’s soul is flying. 

 

We see the tops of the trees, from the point of view of Ridjimiraril’s travelling soul. The 

waterhole glints and he goes quickly into the water. We hear a ‘plop’ and see something enter 

the water, which is covered with waterlily pads. Concentric rings spread outwards. 

Ridjimiraril is now in the waterhole awaiting his next birth.  

 

Gender 

There is no indication that souls either retain or change their gender. 

 

Spirituality 

As we see the river from above, the storyteller tells us that the great water goanna, Yuringura, 

made this land. He made the water and he made the swamp that stretches along and gives life 

to the storyteller’s people. 

 

We are told that the sorcerer in the time of Ridjimiraril was old and very powerful, with 
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secret good and bad magic. 

 

When a stranger came to the camp, Ridjimiraril gave the stranger food. After he was gone a 

bad feeling about the stranger stayed behind. Through his extra sensory abilities, the sorcerer 

was ‘listening in his mind.’ He warned the men that the stranger may be a bad magician, and 

not to leave excrement lying around because a sorcerer can use it to harm you. Worse than 

dying, the stranger could steal your soul, and this could happen without you even knowing. 

The sorcerer checked the camp for any magic left behind by the stranger, and then declared 

that the camp was safe.  

 

Ridjimiraril became possessed by a bad spirit, as if his soul had been taken away from him. 

We see Ridjimiraril’s brooding face. The narrator tells us that the bad spirit that lived in 

Ridjimiraril head escaped. Ridjimiraril spears an innocent stranger in the back, thinking that 

this stranger stole Ridjimiraril’s wife. 

 

As soon as Ridjimiraril died and his spirit entered the waterhole, his second wife returned, 

having taken nearly a season to walk back to the camp. She had been captured by a different 

tribe than the one Ridjimiraril retaliated against. She covered herself in clay and mourned, 

crying over Ridjimiraril’s body. There were days and months of the ceremony of the dead. 

The storyteller tells us that all the proper rituals were done, and it was decided that 

Ridjimiraril’s spirit was in the right place.  

 

Karma 

The storyteller refers to something akin to Karma, the law of cause and effect, when he says 

Storyteller 

Back in that long ago time maybe someone done the wrong thing…… 

 

He also suggests that the spirits may have been angry for no reason. 

 

Yeeralparil, from the distant past, is the younger brother of Ridjimiraril.  He desires 

Munandjarra, Ridjimiraril’s third and youngest wife. The storyteller talks about Yeeralparil 

and Munandjarra. 

 

Storyteller 
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Their destinies were like butterflies in the air. They could go here. They could go there. Even 

the soft wind could change their directions forever. 

 

A payback ceremony called ‘Makaratta’ takes place.  The stranger's men were entitled to 

throw spears at Ridjimiraril until he was hit. This resembles ‘instant Karma,’ where a 

person’s actions cause an immediate reaction.  

 

Authenticity  

Because of the Law it is accepted that reincarnation is real. It is common knowledge. The 

storyteller says that this is true, and it has always been true for his people.  

 

Specific themes 

There is a tradition for every event. Even death has a dance. When dying, a person follows 

accepted traditions and practices. He doesn’t give up and he does his death dance until he can 

no longer stand. 

Telepathy is real. The community all come to the centre of the camp, out of the bush, because 

they know without being told that Ridjimiraril is dying. 

People are supported in their cycles of life and death by other community members. 

 

Dean Spanley 

Director: Tao Fraser. New Zealand, UK. 2008 

 

Synopsis 

The film is set in the early 1900s. Young Fiske is appalled by his elderly father’s lack of 

emotion regarding his brother Harrington, who died in the Boer war. At a lecture on 

reincarnation by an Indian Swami, they meet Dean Spanley, an affable churchman. When 

drinking Tokay, Spanley recalls his previous lifetime as a red and white Welsh Spaniel. As 

‘Wag,’ he was old Horatio Fiske’s childhood dog. The memory of his old dog who 

disappeared enables Horatio Fiske to grieve for his son. The screenplay is adapted from novel 

by Edward Plunkett, 18th Baron of Dunsany. 

 

Characters 
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Dean Spanley is a clergyman  

Horatio Fiske is the elder, known as Fiske.  

Henslowe Fiske is the younger son, Young Fiske. 

Harrington, Henslowe’s brother, died in the Boer War. 

Mrs Brimley is the housekeeper.  

Wrather is a rakish colonial.  

The Nawab of Ranjiput is a wealthy Indian.  

Swami Nala Prash is a holy man, the Nawab's guest. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

At dinner with Young Fiske, Dean Spanley admires the decanted Tokay, smells it, twitches, 

and tastes it, saying that he wishes for canine olfactory powers. Dean Spanley then talks from 

a dog’s point of view. He starts criticizing cats because they have no idea of ‘the rules.’ He 

talks about The Master and how he wanted to please him with obedience. Dean Spanley 

suddenly realizes he is being doglike and says that two glasses are his limit. Young Fiske 

finds this intriguing, understanding that Dean Spanley is remembering a past life as a dog. 

Young Fiske tells Wrather over the pool table: 

 

Young Fiske 

He was in an altered state of mind… It was the Tokay! 

 

The next week, Wrather also comes to dinner with Young Fiske.  

 

Dean Spanley 

.....the colour reminds me of the light when the master came home........ He would go away 

for very long times…the light grows louder (in Master’s presence)…… 

nothing wrong with a few fleas. 

 

Dean Spanley sees himself in his past incarnation as a red and white Welsh Spaniel. He 

describes the dog equivalent to brandy as ‘running around in tight little circles – drives the 

blood to the head in a most exhilarating fashion.’ 

 

Connections 
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Dean Spanley was Fiske’s childhood dog in a previous life. 

 

When Wrather and Spanley leave at the end of their final dinner, on the doorstep, Spanley 

says, ‘Haven’t I met you before?’ We are left with a distinct impression that this freedom 

loving rascal Wrather, was, in another lifetime, Wag’s best animal friend, the adventurous 

mongrel dog.  

 

Transition 

Dean Spanley goes through mini transitions. For example, when he is chasing a cat up the 

tree.  He reverts to his human self when Young Fisk addresses him. 

 

Spanley becomes doglike when drinking Tokay, a particular sweet wine. Wrather tells us that 

Tokay has a reputation for disinhibition. 

 

Wrather 

........loosens the morals and the corsets. 

 

Death 

Dean Spanley tells of his death as the dog Wag. Wag was shot by a farmer when out 

adventuring with his wilder mongrel friend. 

 

Dean Spanley 

One moment we were running side by side, heading for home, and the next… 

… we were not. 

 

As he hears this, Horatio Fiske sees a vision of his son on his horse in a field, and hears the 

shot that killed him. He asks Spanley if there was any pain when he died in his dog 

incarnation, but he is also asking about Harrington’s death. He is comforted by the answer. 

 

Dean Spanley 

Perhaps it was a dream and I wakened from it.…..the moon cast shadows. The earth rose to 

meet me, with home in my heart and Master waiting – no, no pain. 

 

Horatio Fiske cries.  
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Horatio Fiske 

I am most glad to hear it. 

 

Later, in the hallway, Horatio is bowed with grief. He is finally overwhelmed by his son’s 

death, and he gazes at the photo of his two sons.  

 

Gender 

Spanley and Wrather were male dogs and now they are men. 

 

Spirituality 

The Nawab of Ranjiput invites the public to a lecture by Swami Nala Prash. The topic is ‘The 

Transmigration of Souls.’ 

 

Young Fiske tells Mrs Brimley that reincarnation is the belief that the immortal soul has 

many earthly homes, and asks if she believes.  

 

Mrs Brimley 

I haven’t given it much thought… After Albert died I went to one of them mediums, but she 

couldn’t get hold of him. I wasn’t surprised. Mind you, he didn’t say much when he were 

alive, Albert didn’t. I couldn’t see him piping up much when he were dead. 

 

Young Fiske asks his father’s opinion on the transmigration of souls.  

 

Horatio Fiske 

Poppycock! Think if we had souls they wouldn’t get in touch? Think your mother wouldn’t 

be on to me about that garden? Of course she would. 

 

In the lecture on reincarnation, Swami Nala Prash explains that transmigration has been a 

structural underpinning of Indian religious and spiritual thought for millennia.  

 

Two women wish to know the fate of their departed cat, and if they can communicate with it. 

The Swami states that of the animals, only dogs share the fate of humans, and have a soul to 

transmigrate. He states that the dog amplifies, but the cat diminishes, man’s estimation of 

himself.  



 60 

 

The Swami is telepathic, and quotes Horatio Fiske, who said previously that he was in  

‘the anteroom of eternity.’ At the club Horatio describes this to Dean Spanley. 

 

Horatio Fiske 

Out of my own head that came. Rather like having your pocket picked. 

 

Karma 

There is no reference to Karma. Theoretically, the dogs would have had to have performed 

good deeds to have been reborn as human. We know that Wag was an excellent dog, 

according to Fiske, but his dog friend was less reputable. Dean Spanley has been reborn with 

higher status than Wrather. However, Wrather is an egalitarian Australian, untouched by 

class differences.  

 

Authenticity  

When young Fiske sees Dean Spanley again, he is chasing a cat up a tree. This is obvious to 

the audience, but not to young Fiske, and Spanley quickly composes himself and states that 

he is trying to rescue a cat which is stuck up a tree. 

 

Wrather asks the Nawab for some Tokay. The Nawab gives him a whole case, saying that last 

time he drank it he dreamt he was a monkey. This adds weight to the observation that Dean 

Spanley remembers being a dog when he drinks Tokay, and implies that the Nawab was a 

monkey in his previous life. The Nawab’s father knew Dean Spanley at Oxford, where they 

called Dean Spanley ‘Wag’ and ‘Old Wag Spanley.’ 

 

Young Fiske invites Dean Spanley to dinner, offering a drink of Tokay, Spanley’s favourite 

tipple, as the bait. After two drinks, Spanley remembers a past life as a dog, and he holds 

forth about the joys of smells and the worthlessness of cats. He explains that horses know the 

rules for the chase, and that rabbits taste better with their skin on. Dean Spanley states that 

bathing is bad because one is not wearing one’s smell. This is embarrassing when meeting 

other dogs. 

 

When Dean Spanley meets Wrather, he practically sniffs him, as if he is meeting another dog.  
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Finally, young Fiske, Wrather, Fiske and Dean Spanley all dine together. One of old Fiske’s 

great griefs is that when he was young he had to go off to boarding school, leaving his 

beloved dog, Wag. That same day, Wag disappeared forever, and he never knew his fate. 

During the dinner, the Dean talks of his great love for his master, and everyone at the table 

realises that Dean Spanley was Wag, Fiske’s boyhood spaniel. Dean as Wag tells the story of 

having an adventure with his untamed dog friend, chasing cats, horses and rabbits, and finally 

being shot by an irate farmer.  

 

We see the red and white Welsh spaniel as Dean Spanley remembers. Later we see the dog 

barking at the moon. 

Dean Spanley, about the moon 

I never trusted it. Never the same two nights in a row. Couldn’t hear it, couldn’t smell it… 

 

At dinner at the home of Fiske the elder, Horatio Fiske farewells Dean Spanley in a charming 

way: You know your way home from there. Just turn towards it is the best way, I’m told. 

Dean Spanley told him this when he reverted to being a dog. 

 

Dean Spanley and Wrather walk away from the dinner arm in arm, two friends. Two old 

dogs.  

 

Finally, Wrather sends Fiske a spaniel puppy who resembles Wag. 

 

Specific themes 

Grief and the damage that occurs when someone does not grieve 

The father son relationship 

East meets West 

Old wealth, old beliefs, old friendships, old traditions 

Remarkable events can come from ordinary beginnings. 

 

Birth 

Director: Jonathan Glazer. USA. 2004 
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Synopsis 

Anna and Joseph are well off New Yorkers who are about to marry. Anna still mourns her 

first husband, Sean, who collapsed from a heart attack in Central Park a decade before. A ten 

year old boy called Shaun seeks out Anna and tells her that he is her husband reborn. He 

reports many facts that only Sean could have known, but the disbelief and jealousy that the 

child Shaun encounters confuses and distresses him. With therapy, he comes to believe that 

he was mistaken. Anna remains fragile and uncertain. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

When Shaun is 10 he approaches Anna. We assume that he must have had memories that 

caused him to recognise her and seek her out. 

Joseph, Anna's fiancé, asks Shaun how he knows where Sean died. 

Shaun 

Déjà vu, like that. 

 

Joseph's mother Ellen, says: How do you know what you know? 

Shaun 

I'm Sean. 

 

Shaun still partially identifies with his previous identity as Sean, and has some of his 

memories. 

 

The Significance of Place 

Sean collapsed and died of a heart attack on a path under an archway in Central Park. Shaun 

chooses this place to meet Anna. 

Shaun 

Meet me at the Park. You know where. 

 

Anna goes to the park and sees Shaun at the place where her husband died. 

 

The beach is where Anna and her husband met. It is also where Anna breaks down in the last 

scene, at her wedding. Anna has run down on the beach, and is at the shoreline in her 

wedding dress, veil and gloves, sobbing. We imagine that she is missing Sean.  
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Joseph calms her down as he would a frightened horse. He holds her. She is frozen, crying. 

He leads her away from us along the edge of the waves. They recede in the background and 

the sound of waves becomes louder. 

 

Connections 

The child Shaun, was Anna’s husband Sean in the previous lifetime. 

Clara was Sean’s lover. 

Clifford, Clara’s husband, was Sean’s best man. 

Shaun has connections with Anna’s sister Laura and her husband Bob, the doctor, who were 

Sean’s in laws. 

 

Transition 

The death of the runner, Anna's husband Sean, is followed immediately by the water birth of 

Shaun. 

 

Shaun has not entirely made the transition from being Anna's husband Sean. He sometimes 

speaks in the first person, as Sean. 

 

Shaun 

We did it on the sofa. The green sofa. You can think whatever you want…I’m 

Sean. I love Anna, and nothing’s going to change that. That’s forever. 

 

When Shaun and Anna are in the bath together, Shaun says:  

I'm looking at my wife. 

 

Another transition happens when Clara tells Shaun that she was Sean's lover. The child Shaun 

is confused by this, and cannot reconcile his past and present love for Anna with this betrayal. 

 

When Anna finally believes that Shaun is her reborn husband she tells him: 

 

I have a plan. We’re going to run away together, you and me. And in eleven 

years you’re going to turn twenty-one and we’re going to get married. I 

wonder what you’ll look like. I love you Shaun. 
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Shaun  

I’m not Sean. Because I love you. 

 

Anna then rejects him. 

Anna 

You had me fooled. I thought you were my dead husband. But you’re just a 

little boy in my bathtub. 

Gender 

There is no change of gender. Shaun is male in both lifetimes. 

 

Spirituality 

There is no mention of religion or spirituality. 

 

Authenticity  

There are many examples of Shaun’s knowledge of Sean’s life that cannot be explained.  

 

Shaun phones Anna and leaves a message: Meet me at the park. You know where. 

Anna goes to the park. She walks the running path to the archway. Shaun is there, where her 

husband Sean died. 

 

Shaun asks to get the doctor and Anna’s family member, Bob, to test him. Shaun trusts him 

because he remembers Sean’s good relationship with Bob, who was Sean’s brother in law in 

the past life. 

Bob records Shaun at his place, with Shaun’s mother in kitchen. 

Bob 

We’re having a baby. 

Shaun 

Wow, I didn’t think she could have a baby. 

 

From Bob’s micro expression, we realise that Shaun’s comments are true. 

 

Bob replays his recording to Laura and Joseph. 

Shaun  

We got married 30 times. 30 churches in 30 days. Clifford was my best man. 
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Shaun  

We did it on the sofa. The green sofa. You can think whatever you want…I’m Sean. I love 

Anna, and nothing’s going to change that. That’s forever. 

 

When Shaun and his mother visit Anna’s apartment, Shaun takes the offered drink from the 

housekeeper and automatically thanks her by name, as if he is her polite employer. 

Shaun 

This is my desk. I used to work here. 

 

Shaun sits comfortably. The whole family is watching. An older woman arrives, and is not 

introduced. She asks Shaun if he knows her. Shaun doesn’t know her name but says: You 

were the one who told Anna there wasn’t a Santa Claus. 

 

Joseph asks how Sean meet Anna. This is something Anna has never told him. Shaun says: 

We met at the beach. 

 

Specific themes 

A child can remember his past life and can relate events that happened in the past life 

A child can have a maturity beyond his years, and can still be in love with his past wife  

He can be disturbed by his memories 

People often laugh at or disbelieve recounted memories 

Family/school can believe that there is a need for therapy for a child who relates a past life 

Soulmates exist. 

 

Dead Again 

Director: Kenneth Branagh. USA. 1991 

 

Synopsis 

In the late 1940s, Roman Strauss, a famous composer, was wrongly executed for the stabbing 

of his wife, Margaret, a successful pianist. In the present, detective Mike Church, meets and 

begins to love the troubled woman he calls Grace. Grace has amnesia and suffers from 

nightmares. 
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Church discovers that in their previous lives, he and Grace were the couple Roman and 

Margaret Strauss, and that Margaret’s murderer is still alive. Church’s investigation reveals 

their identities to the murderer and puts them both in danger.  

 

Main Characters 

Post war 1940s Late 1980s 

Roman Strauss, composer ‘Grace’ - Amanda Sharp, artist 

Margaret Strauss, pianist Mike Church, detective 

Gray Baker, reporter Gray Baker, now elderly in a care home 

Franklyn Madson, troubled teenager Franklyn Madson, middle aged antique 

dealer 

Inga Madson, Franklyn’s mother Inga Madson, elderly 

 Dr Cozy Carlisle, disgraced psychiatrist 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Grace has nightmares related to her past. She is in St Audrey’s home for boys, which is run 

by nuns. Grace cannot speak or remember her present life, but she was taken in after trying to 

climb the gates to enter the home. 

 

Later, at Church’s apartment, Grace awakes screaming, after dreaming in black and white. In 

her dream Roman has scissors and is about to attack Margaret. Church has to break in to hold 

her because her anxiety prompted her to put a chair against the doorknob. Grace also has 

flashbacks in her waking life.  

 

Franklyn Madson responds to Church’s newspaper advertisement and photo of Grace, by 

visiting Church. Madson is a dapper antique dealer. He hypnotises Grace, as the camera 

circles them in his dim, candlelit antique shop. Grace immediately speaks of Roman and 

Margaret’s first meeting in winter 1948. Roman was guest conductor of the Los Angeles 

symphony orchestra. In black and white we see Roman conducting. He looks exactly like 

Mike Church. Margaret is playing piano and she looks just like Grace.  
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Later, Church is hypnotised. Church reports being in the hallway of his grand home, and we 

see the flowers, the cherubs, the carpet, and a portrait of Roman. Walking further Church sees 

a bedroom, a dressing table, and a mirror. Everything is shown from Church’s point of view 

in the past, with no wide view, just a focus on specific objects. Church looks in the mirror 

and it is revealed that he is not Roman, as we expect, but Margaret. Margaret picks up the 

phone and tells Gray Baker that they have nothing to say to each other. Roman is peeking 

around the door and there are scissors on the dressing table. The vision ends and Church says 

what he has stated before.  

Church 

I’m not Roman. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The past and present lives take place in Los Angeles, California. Grace first appears at the 

institution of St Audrey’s home for boys. This is the mansion where she used to live when 

she was the composer Roman Strauss, now transformed for another purpose. We see a treble 

clef on the fine gates. Grace has been drawn to this place because it was important to her in 

the past.  

 

The hypnosis scenes take place in ‘The Laughing Duke,’ an antique shop where treasures 

from the past are preserved by the owner, Franklyn Madson. 

 

Connections 

Roman Strauss and Margaret Strauss were married in the past. They are reborn as the 

amnesiac Grace (actually the artist Amanda Sharp), and the detective Mike Church.  For 

much of the film, we believe that Church was Roman, and Grace was Margaret. However, in 

this lifetime, each has taken the appearance of their spouse in the past life. 

 

Gray Baker, the reporter, was part of the musicians’ social circle, and he was particularly 

fond of Margaret. In the present, he is interviewed by Mike Church, who was Margaret in the 

past.  

 

Franklyn Madson was the son of Roman’s housekeeper. He murdered Margaret, and by 

keeping silent, allowed Roman to be convicted and executed. In the present, he understands 
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that Mike and Grace are Margaret and Roman.  He tries to silence them because they may 

recall this and reveal Madson’s guilt.  

 

Inga Madson, Frankie’s mother, implicated Roman as the murderer. She was reported in the 

newspaper as talking about Roman’s jealous rages. In the present she is elderly, and 

physically dependent on her son, who eventually kills her because he fears she may expose 

him.  

 

Transition 

Death 

Margaret died by being stabbed by her housekeeper’s son. Roman was hung for this crime. 

Inga Madson, Franklyn Madson, and Gray Baker lived on into the present.  

 

Gender 

Margaret and Roman have switched gender from past to present. Each has taken the 

appearance of their beloved from the past life.  

 

Spirituality 

‘Dead Again’ contains elements common to yoga and Buddhism, such as Karma. Romantic 

love is depicted as a spiritual force which is strong enough to cause lovers to be reunited after 

death. 

 

Karma 

The ex-psychiatrist who now manages a corner store, Cosy Carlisle, explains Karma. 

 

Cosy Carlisle 

You take something you learn in this life and you use it in the next…… 

You burn somebody in this life and they have a chance to burn you in the next one. It’s the 

Karmic credit plan. Buy now, pay forever. 

 

 In the freezer, framed by cow carcasses, Cosy Carlisle advises Church to shoot Grace. 

 

Cosy Carlisle 

Blow her away. One shot. You do her before she does you. 
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Carlisle’s understanding of Karma is distorted. If Church followed his advice and killed 

Grace, the likely consequences would be that Church would be in turn murdered in this life or 

another.  

 

Franklyn Madson, who murdered Margaret in a past life with a pair of scissors, is stabbed in 

the present by Church, his previous victim. He then dies on a sharp sculpture.  

 

Inga Madson implicated Roman in Margaret’s death to save the true murderer, her son. She is 

finally murdered by that son. 

 

Authenticity  

At Church’s apartment Church comes towards Grace carrying scissors to cut off a clothing 

tag, but she freezes at the sight. She subliminally recalls Margaret’s death by scissors in her 

past life. 

 

A pianist is playing badly downstairs and Church stamps on the floor, explaining that he 

loves music, but not her music. This is an understandable reaction from a person who was a 

concert pianist in the past. 

 

Grace responds to Madson’s hypnosis, going into a light trance. With hands to her neck, she 

then screams in a forced voice. 

Grace 

Somebody help me! 

 

She/Roman was executed by hanging in the past life. Her throat is affected, and she is unable 

to speak.  

 

In her nightmares, Grace calls the name ‘Disher’ and she blocks her door before sleeping. Die 

Schere is the brand name of the scissors Franklyn used to stab Margaret in her past life.  

 

Grace relates how, after the war, Los Angeles was very exciting. Everywhere you went 

people were having fun. Roman and Margaret drink together in a restaurant, dance, and tell 

jokes. Roman reads her palm.  
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Roman 

Not much of a life line, I’m afraid. But I do see love, passion. Everlasting love. 

 

This proves to be the case when the couple are reborn and meet again. 

 

Grace describes a scene on their wedding night. In the bedroom, with Margaret in elegant 

nightwear, Roman presents her with a jewelled anklet. He places it on her leg. 

 

Roman 

When a husband gives this to his wife, they become two halves of the same person. Nothing 

can separate them, not even death. 

 

This is significant because in this life they have swapped bodies and sexes, and have been 

born as contemporaries. Death has not separated them. 

 

Roman kisses her bare shoulder, and Grace’s vision ends.  

 

Following this hypnosis session, Grace speaks fluently for the first time. Madson ‘happens 

to’ have a Life magazine from June 1949, with a confirming article and photographs of the 

Strausses and their home. This report would have been enormously significant to Madson, as 

he was the murderer. Franklyn Madson makes sure they believe that Roman murdered 

Margaret, stabbing her in the throat with antique Die Schere scissors. This is the word that 

Grace has been screaming. They all acknowledge the resemblances between Grace’s 

memories and the newspaper report.  

 

Church’s photographer friend Pete, and Franklyn Madson take Grace to her apartment. On 

the wall is a Daliesque painting of melting scissors and sharp knives. Grace has created 

sculptures of scissors. Grace, who is the artist Amanda Sharp, is obsessed by making art from 

dangerous pointed objects.  

 

Specific themes 

The same group of people are reborn together, or meet each other. Grace and Church are 

drawn together although it appears that they meet by chance. 

 



 71 

Images 

Connections with the past are made visually by showing characters in the same positions. The 

last scene shows Roman and Margaret by the piano. He kisses her hand, and this becomes 

Grace and Church in the same poses, also kissing.  

 

Originally all the scenes were filmed in colour. It was decided that a clear convention was 

needed to separate the past and the present, so colour was discarded in scenes from the past, 

which became black and white. 

 

Objects linking the past and present, such as the scissors used as a murder weapon, and the 

anklet given to Margaret by Roman, make an appearance because Franklyn cannot resist 

preserving them because of their significance or their beauty.  

 

Fluke 

Director: Carlo Carlei. USA. 1995 

 

Synopsis 

A dog named Fluke is taken in by Carol, who was Fluke’s wife from his most recent past life 

when he was a man. The dog is loved by Brian, who was their son. Fluke was once a 

workaholic named Tom who chose cost effectiveness over public safety, and the man 

currently wooing his wife is his more ethical business partner. Karma plays its part, as Tom is 

reborn as a puppy who is poor and unwanted. A constant character in his life is a black Saint 

Bernard who is finally reborn as a squirrel. The unfolding of the story happens gradually, and 

our perceptions are changed by each twist in the plot. 

 

Fluke is a flat coated retriever. In his previous life he was Thomas P. Johnson. 

Rumbo is an older, part St Bernard dog. In his previous life he was a sailor. 

Jeff Newman was Thomas’ business partner. 

Carol Johnson was Thomas’ wife. 

Brian Johnson was Thomas’ son. 

 

THEMES 



 72 

Ways of Remembering 

After escaping being put down at an animal shelter, a sweet boy pats Fluke. This reminds 

Fluke of his son, Brian. 

 

At night, a homeless community sleeps under a railway bridge. A woman invites him to sleep 

beside her to keep warm. The homeless woman, Bella, who gives him his name, has a 

butterfly ring which symbolises the transformation of a soul. Her ring morphs into an infinity 

symbol. Fluke sees himself as a man giving a ring to a woman with reddish gold hair. She 

calls him Tommy, and promises herself to him forever. 

 

Rumbo and Fluke jump into the back of a baker’s van. As Rumbo eats pumpkin pie, Fluke 

gazes at an elaborate wedding cake topped with a red-haired bride and groom gazing at each 

other. He remembers his own wedding day, and sees himself leaving the church. The bride 

throws a bouquet from a flashy red and white 1950s car.  

 

Fluke sees a poster advertising a magazine with the inventor Jeff Newman on the cover. Jeff 

Newman is famous for his breakthrough brake system. Fluke has a flashback. He tells Rumbo 

that Jeff is a murderer. This is based on his incomplete memory. At this stage, Fluke believes 

that Jeff killed Thomas.  

 

Rain falls, and the dogs sleep in the car yard. Fluke remembers his wife holding out their 

newborn son, then sees the boy looking older, on a swing, at a beautiful house with a pool. It 

is Christmas. He hears his son say that his Daddy is back, so he assumes that he has been 

away. Fluke dreams of his death as Tom, flying through the air and crashing. 

 

In the morning, Fluke presses the button that retracts the hood on the red and white coupe, 

and it looks as if he has remembered how to drive. He sees another car with an Indiana 

number plate, and he has a vision of these numbers changing to a phone number. In the 

office, he rings the number and his widow answers. Unable to speak, he licks the phone.  

 

Fluke is taken to be a test animal for cosmetic products. He has something dripped into his 

eye. As he stands immobilised, he sees Hopewell, the truck, the cars, Jeff. He sees the tree 

that his car collided with and his wife saying the word, ‘forever.’ He sees a coffin, with Jeff 

ushering his wife away to her seat.  
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Although Fluke knows who he was, he is unable to communicate this to his wife, who is 

warm towards him, after being initially wary. He makes a number of attempts, dressing as a 

man with hat and shoes, showing her ‘eternity’ engraved on his headstone, sleeping beside 

her in bed. He hides one of Brian’s toy figures in exactly the way he used to when he played 

with him, and Brian recognizes this, but doesn’t recognize Fluke as his father. 

 

After Jeff is injured in the traumatic accident caused by Fluke, Fluke remembers the truth 

about his past life. Jeff shows Thomas a prototype which is twice as efficient as any braking 

system on the market. Thomas is concerned only with profit and rejects it as twice as 

expensive. Jeff insists that it could save thousands of lives, but Thomas is unmoved, stating 

that the brakes are not cost effective. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The setting is a quiet American town in the 1980s. 

 

Connections 

Rumbo, as a dog, teaches Fluke to live on the street. Later he meets Fluke again in his next 

life as a squirrel. 

Bert feeds Rumbo at the hamburger stall. He and Bert were brothers in Rumbo’s past life as a 

sailor. 

Fluke is connected to his past life wife Carol, his son Brian, and his best friend Jeff. 

 

Transition 

Fluke remembers being on a dark road. He is Thomas, a man in a suit, and he tells Jeff, who 

looks like a cowboy, to pull over. They are side by side and a truck comes and wipes out 

Thomas.  

 

Later we see a more accurate version of these events. Jeff tries to resuscitate Thomas, and 

cries, cradling his head. We then see events from above as if Thomas’ soul is ascending.  

 

Rumbo admits that the photo behind Bert’s hamburger counter was of him in another life as a 

sailor, Bert’s brother.  

Rumbo 
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I never missed being a two legger, but I wish I could smell the sea again…..maybe we’ll meet 

again next time around. 

 

The camera pans upwards to the tops of the pines and the sky. 

 

Death 

A homeless woman, Bella, looks after the puppy Fluke, and includes him in her street 

performance tricks. She hides a jewel under one of three moving walnut shells, and Fluke 

reliably guesses which one. Later Fluke is bigger, and she is unwell. She lies down on 

Fluke’s red coat and passes away. As the paramedics wheel her body away, Fluke sees her 

soul ascend as a bluish white speck of light.  

 

At the moment of Tom’s death, we see coloured lights. He travels past stars.  

Fluke comes from the afterlife awash with cosmic golden light. We are travelling forward 

into a tunnel with amoeba like globs of light, then we see the enormous face of a mother dog 

who is licking her puppy. We assume the puppy is Fluke, just reborn, one of four. From 

Fluke’s point of view, we see his insalubrious surroundings. We see an alley, and hanging 

window netting. The pups play amongst the rubbish and an Asian cook feeds them. The 

dogcatcher captures them all for the Grant Park animal shelter. This has large cages and 

resembles a prison. It is planned that Fluke will be put down.  

 

Gender 

Fluke is a male dog, and in his past life he was a man. 

Rumbo is a male dog, and in his previous life he was a male sailor. In his next life as a 

squirrel, he is also male. 

 

Spirituality 

Fluke lets us know that animals may have once been human. 

 

After Brian is rescued from the snow at the cemetery, in a car with a blanket and the heating 

on, he tells of a dream of Fluke, where Fluke said he had to leave. 

 

Karma 

Bert from the hamburger stall is acquiring good karma by still taking care of the soul of his 
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brother. He feeds him in his incarnation as Rumbo. Rumbo dies helping animals escape from 

the testing laboratory. 

 

Because Thomas was willing to endanger humans to save money, it was his destiny to be 

reborn as a lower life form. As Fluke he is an unwanted dog who has no owner, in a run-

down neighbourhood where he risks being put down.  

 

Although Jeff is injured in a car crash by Fluke’s attack, and is in need of help himself, he 

gains karmic merit by telling Fluke to go and find Brian, who is in danger.  

 

When he realises that he has attacked an innocent man, Fluke makes amends, running 

through the woods in the snow. Brian is praying to his daddy to help him find Fluke, and 

Fluke responds. Snow is falling across Brian’s face in a supernatural way, as if it is heavenly 

energy. He is locked in the cemetery and covered with snow, with his head against his 

father’s gravestone. Fluke puts his body against Brian’s to warm him. 

 

Fluke redeems himself by saving Brian. He leaves his wife and son because he believes they 

will be happy with Jeff. 

 

Authenticity  

Inside at night, Brian plays with his toy characters and Fluke hides one, just as his father used 

to do. Brian comments on this. 

 

Carol and Brian leave in the morning and Fluke waits by the door, glancing at the eternity 

ring that he gave his wife. Later in the bathroom, she puts on the ring and is charmed when 

Fluke nuzzles it. 

 

Carol goes upstairs to a spare room and sees Fluke with his feet in Thomas’ shoes and his hat 

on his head. She is sad to be reminded of her husband. Fluke puts his head on her lap. She 

looks over to the wedding photo, then gets the red and white convertible out and takes Brian 

and Fluke for a ride, featuring singing, barking, and happiness. Fluke does his best to prove 

his past identity to Carol.  
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In the office where he used to work, Fluke sits in the imposing chair and suddenly we see him 

as Thomas, the head of the company, looking at photos of himself with Carol and baby Brian. 

 

At the cemetery, Fluke digs away at the snow, uncovering the word ‘forever’ on his 

headstone, a sign to Carol of his real identity. For a moment she seems to understand. Under 

the full moon, Fluke limps off, and she watches him go.  

 

Specific themes 

It is cruel to animals to experiment on them in the name of science. 

False memories - Fluke thinks that Jeff is the villain, but he is actually a good person. It was 

Thomas who was pursuing Jeff and driving dangerously, and this resulted in his own death. 

Thomas was also the one unconcerned for public safety. 

 

Images 

Golden light.  

A tunnel leading away from us, from a broad aspect to a point in the distance.  

Streams of water as a still place, eg for Rumbo to die. Twin streams of a fountain outside 

Thomas’ work. Reincarnation films often feature elements from which the body is made, or 

the universe is made, especially fire and water.   

Animals with human characteristics. When the animals are released from the lab, the chimp 

looks near human as he rescues a little dog from a high cage and then jumps out the window 

with the pup in his arms. 

The prototype for the new and improved brake system looks like a mouse wheel, with 

implications of a treadmill for souls with their repeated rebirths.  

 

The Fountain 

Director: Darren Aronofsky. USA. 2006 

 

Synopsis 

Tom is doing cancer research, using a live monkey. His wife, Izzi, has a brain tumour. Izzi is 

writing a book entitled ‘The Fountain.’ She writes of her past life as a Queen in Spain, and at 

one point, calls Tom her conquistador. The action switches from the present to Mayan times 
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and temples, to Spain in the sixteenth century, and to the future, involving a 26th century 

astronaut. This is interwoven with the legend of Xibalba, the underworld in Mayan 

mythology, and the place where souls go while waiting to be reborn. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Tom and Izzi live in parallel universes concurrently. Their consciousness switches from one 

universe to another. One moment Tom is the astronaut and Izzi is in winter clothes, asking 

him to take a walk in the snow. The next, Tom is busy being a scientist to work, and Izzi is at 

the door, dressed the same, with the same request. 

 

The Significance of Place 

We travel fluidly with the main character who is Tom in the present. The important locations 

are: 

The Mayan temple in Central America, which is called ‘New Spain’ 

Spain during the Inquisition 

Space and eternity for the 26th century astronaut 

The tree 

Xibalba - The underworld, where souls go while waiting to be reborn 

Izzi's grave 

 

Connections 

 

Present Past Future  

Tom Creo, medical 

researcher 

Conquistador in 

16th century Spain 

Yogi astronaut in 

the 26th century 

 

Izzi Creo, writer, 

Tom’s dying wife 

Queen Isabella of 

Spain 

The soul of the tree 

of life 

Izzi has the same 

name in both 

lifetimes. 

Old man in hospital Inquisitor   

 

Transition 

Izzi has a seizure and collapses at the museum. She is taken to hospital. 
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Death 

In the jungle, before a Mayan temple, the Conquistador says 

 

Conquistador 

I will not die, not here, not ever. 

 

Tom is a proud scientist with a quest. 

Tom 

Death is a disease and there's a cure and I will find it. 

 

Izzi is able to tell Tom when she is close to death. Izzi dies and as attempts are made to 

revive her, Thomas sees the Inquisitor, also dying, as an old man in the next hospital room. 

The old man appears to be wearing the Queen’s ring, which she gave to the Conquistador. 

 

Izzi dies just before the head of the research department comes to the hospital and tells Tom 

that the monkey’s tumour is shrinking.  The monkey is cured and so Izzi could have been 

cured. Tom tries to revive her, but it’s too late for Izzi. As the astronaut, Tom sees his tree 

dying. 

 

The astronaut addresses Izzi, who is also the tree. 

 

Astronaut 

All these years, all these memories. You pulled me through time. 

 

The astronaut has a tattooed wedding ring and ink rings on both arms, like the rings of the 

tree. 

 

Gender 

Characters have the same gender in past and present lives. Tom has the same gender in a 

future life. 

 

Spirituality 
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Queen Isabella of Spain is on a spiritual quest to find the tree of life. She quotes Genesis as 

confirming that there were two trees in the garden of Eden, the tree of knowledge and the tree 

of life. When Adam and Eve eat from the tree of knowledge the Lord banished them and hid 

the tree of life. She wants her Conquistador to find this tree of life, in Eden. She also wants 

them to be immortal, and to live together forever. 

 

The yogi meditates, and remembers his other lives. He also does tai chi. 

 

The annihilating Inquisitor speaks of his religious beliefs, saying that death frees every soul. 

 

At the funeral, in the snow at Lily’s farm, Lily speaks of Izzi’s deep spiritual connections, 

saying that Izzi was in a state of grace when she died. Tom does not experience Izzi’s 

graceful resignation. He is angry at having failed to cheat his enemy, death. 

 

Tom the astronaut meditates in a bubble in a rotating chakra. He appears to the Mayan priest, 

meditating, as First Father. Tom as Conquistador sees the enormous, flourishing tree of life, 

surrounded by water. He pushes the knife into its trunk and puts the sap of immortality onto 

his wound, which heals. He drinks the white sap and flowers grow from him and bury him. 

 

The yogi astronaut puts on the ring, has a cosmic experience, and the tree from his bubble 

bursts into leaves. 

 

When Tom accepts Izzi’s death, he visits her grave. He plants a seed that will become a tree, 

so that Izzi’s soul can become part of the tree, then part of a bird so that she can fly. This 

relates to a story about First Father, from a Mayan book, told to Tom by Izzi. 

 

Izzi 

First father sacrificed himself to make the world. That’s the tree of life bursting out of his 

stomach. His body became the tree’s roots. They spread and formed the earth. His soul 

became the branches rising up, forming the sky. All that remains was First Father’s head. His 

children hung in the sky, creating the Xibalba… 

 

The path to this Mayan underworld is through nebulae, where stars originate. 

 



 80 

Karma 

Karma is not a main concern of this film. 

 

Authenticity 

The audience sees the scenes and makes connections. We are the ones who see the whole 

picture. We see the characters in all their lifetimes. 

 

Izzi’s story, ‘The Fountain,’ confirms Tom's memories of Spain during the Inquisition. 

 

Izzi is philosophical about her approaching death. Tom wants to obliterate death. 

She speaks to Tom of her experience during her seizure. 

 

Izzi 

Tommy, I wasn't afraid… I was full. 

 

Tom tells Izzi that there has been progress at work related to curing her illness, and she talks 

to him as his past life personality, as her Conquistador, always conquering. 

 

Izzi gives Tom a pen and ink. The nib of the pen is shaped like the dagger. This is related to 

the Spanish lifetime where, as Queen Isabella, she shows the Conquistador a dagger used in 

religious rituals, taken from a dead Mayan priest. The dagger has holes on its handle. When 

the dagger casts a shadow over the map it indicates the location of a hidden pyramid of 

Mayan myths. 

Isabella 

..…..built on the naval of the earth, the birthplace of life. A special tree sprouts there. They 

say whoever drinks of its sap will live forever……. 

 

In both lifetimes, Izzi and Tom are concerned with the quest for immortality. 

 

Specific themes 

A human soul can reside in a tree 

Death is not to be feared. It is the ‘road to awe.’ 

The afterlife is more beautiful than the material world. 
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What dreams may come 

Director: Vincent Ward. USA. 1998 

 

Synopsis 

Christy Neilson is a doctor. His wife and soulmate is Annie, who is a painter. Their two 

children, Marie and Ian, are killed in a car accident. Later, Christy dies trying to save an 

injured woman. Annie sinks into depression, and suicides. Christy enters into a heaven that 

resembles Annie’s large, colourful canvases, as well as works by old masters. In this heaven, 

he is guided by an old doctor friend, and a lovely Asian girl, who are his own children 

disguised. Christy’s task is to rescue his wife, who is damned by her suicide. 

 

THEMES  

Ways of Remembering 

Christy dies, and functions as our eyes as he explores the afterlife. His guide appears as a 

doctor that Christy knew in life, but he is actually Ian, Christy’ deceased son.  

 

At the end of the film, the audience knows that the two children who share sandwiches by the 

lake are Christy and Annie reborn, but the children are not yet aware of this.  

 

There is a voice over by Christy as we see these reborn children by the lake. 

 

Christy 

When I was young I met this beautiful girl by a lake. 

 

This emphasises the cyclic nature of reincarnation, because in their previous lives, Christy 

met the beautiful Annie by a lake. These events are happening again, the second time around, 

though the characters are younger than at their first meeting. 

 

The Significance of Place 

Christy and other characters travel in earth, in heaven and in hell.  

A Swiss landscape with mountains, wildflowers, and a lake has particular significance for 

Christy.  
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There is a connection between the landscapes that Annie paints and the landscapes 

encountered by Christy in Summerland. Annie’s painting of a purple tree in reality is created 

in the Heaven world, and destroyed when she washes over it. 

 

Connections 

Marie is Christy and Annie Neilson’s young teenage daughter. She appears in Summerland as 

the Asian flight attendant Leona. 

Ian is Christy and Annie’s teenage son, and he appears as Albert Lewis, an African American 

who was the first doctor Christy interned under. 

Christy’s guide, the Tracker, reveals himself as the actual Dr Albert Lewis. He was a 

psychiatrist before doing paediatrics. Christy is happy to meet him again, and Albert explains 

that everyone chose to look different to change the roles of who they are to each other. 

 

Christy and his wife Annie have such a strong connection that they reincarnated together, as 

the two children with toy boats who share sandwiches by the lake. 

 

As Leona, Marie works with the animals in Summerland. In life, Marie was fond of her 

Dalmatian dog. 

 

The same connected people inhabit the earth, the afterlife and the next incarnation, where 

Christy and Annie are children. 

 

Transition 

Christy is killed by a car. When driving home, he witnesses a terrible accident in front of him 

in a tunnel on a bridge. Christy is the only doctor at the scene, and he runs to help a woman 

who is upside down in her car. The last flying car involved in the accident kills him. 

 

At first his guide’s image is fuzzy because Christy doesn’t really want to believe that he is 

dead. Christy’s own appearance becomes clear, and he gradually becomes accustomed to 

being dead. He walks among the congregation at his funeral, sees his widow in black, and 

touches her face. This makes her remember him.  

Christy to Albert 

I still exist. 
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Alone, Annie writes ‘I still exist’ – the message from Christy to her, in something resembling 

automatic writing. Then, not believing in her experience, she screws up the message. 

  

At the cemetery, Christy embraces her and Annie screams in grief. At this point, Christy 

decides that he has to leave the world of the living. He wakes in heaven, which appears as a 

flower garden made of paint.  

 

Death 

The children die when the family car, driven by their nanny, is hit by a truck.  

At the children’s funeral there are white coffins and blue flowers. 

 

Christy sees his own wake and funeral, and following this, his guide, Doc, gives Christy the 

news that he is dead.  

  

In a flashback. Katie, the family’s old Dalmatian dog, is dying, and Annie is planning 

euthanasia.  

Marie 

You’re going to kill my dog…...What’ll happen to her? 

Annie 

She’ll go where we all go. How can that be bad? 

 

Annie is more reassuring about death to Marie than she feels later about the death of her 

children and her husband. 

 

Annie has scars on her wrist from a suicide attempt. She knows that in a week a psychiatrist 

is likely to commit her for her own safety. She contemplates this as she brushes her hair in 

front of a mirror. She decides not to go on living. In bed with a Bosch painting behind her, 

she decides to join her dead family.  

 

Christy’ guide, Albert, lets him know that Annie is dead, through suicide. Christy wants to 

see her, but Albert explains 

Albert 

Suicides go somewhere else.….What you call Hell is for those who don’t know they’re 

dead……Annie has violated the natural order. 
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As lightning flashes in the sky, Christy declares that as he is her soulmate, he can find and 

rescue her. Christy determines to attempt a hero’s journey to rescue Annie, even if it means 

sacrificing his memory and his soul. 

 

Gender 

The characters retain the same gender as in life, though their ages and forms are different. 

When Christy and Annie are reborn as children they are male and female, as before.  

 

Spirituality 

Albert and Christy have a philosophical discussion about what is ‘you.’ 

They conclude that ‘you’ are not your body parts. Christy opts for the idea that his identity is 

his consciousness, the part of him that is aware that he exists at all. 

 

Albert states that thought is real and the physical world is the illusion. 

 

In Summerland, individuals exist in their own private universe. When Christy follows the 

now young Dalmatian dog Katie, in paint Heaven, Albert explains 

 

Albert 

You’re making all this. We’re all pretty insecure at first so we make somewhere safe, 

comforting. 

 

Hearing this, Christy impulsively makes a bird dive in a yellow swirly Van Gogh sky.  

 

Souls known as flyers help others to be reborn on earth. Suicides go elsewhere. As in the 

Catholic religion, and some New Age beliefs, suicide is harmful to the soul.  

 

Christy asks the Tracker what he did when he was alive, and the Tracker asks if Christy is 

referring to the last time that he was alive, implying that he has had other lifetimes. 

The Tracker states that humans can go back to earth and be reborn, but only if they choose to. 

This is different from many yogic and Buddhist beliefs, where reincarnation is usually seen 

as inevitable, and the soul does not necessarily return as a human being. 
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Karma 

Albert, about Annie’s suicide 

Each of us has an instinct that there’s a natural order to our journey, and Annie’s violated 

that………. 

…….. There are no judges here or crimes. Everybody’s equal. It’s just reality and the way 

things work. 

 

Because of her suicide, Annie is damned to live on ‘the other side’ in a ruined house, 

experiencing the lack of her clothes, water, electricity and paintings. She believes that people 

who are dead just disappear.  

 

Authenticity  

This film does not depict Christy looking back into past experiences of rebirth. Christy takes 

us on a journey as he experiences it, and we see from his point of view. His experience is 

influenced by yogic and New Age beliefs, and ideas from Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who 

investigated death and dying. (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2000) There are historical and biblical 

references, and images related to existing works of art.  

 

Specific themes 

Shape changing. Historical times exist simultaneously in heaven. Those who suicide are 

generally irredeemable, but love conquers all. There is a divine order to the universe and the 

world. People deal with grief in different ways. Telepathy exists. The dead can communicate 

with the living, but dead people hovering around the living make the living uncomfortable. 

The outer appearance is irrelevant; the soul is what is lasting. God exists but doesn’t 

personally intervene in lives and deaths. The company you keep is important e.g. if you are 

with negative people, you will forget who you really are. 

 

Images 

Fire, water, oil paint landscapes, flowers, ruins, flying people, birds, shape changing. The 

colours red, blue and white. Ochre toning. Stairs like ghats on the Ganges. Penny farthings. 

The lake. The Alps. References to existing works of art.  A carpet of wisteria as the car leaves 

to take the children to their deaths. Whiteout transitions rather than blackouts. 
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Youth without Youth 

Director: Francis Ford Coppola. USA. 2007 

 

Synopsis 

Dominic Matei is an old European linguistics professor who is struck by lightning at the start 

of the second world war. Instead of continuing to age, he becomes gradually younger. Matei 

is pursued by Nazis.  

 

When hiking in the Alps he meets Veronica, who is a reincarnation of Laura, a woman he 

loved when he was young. She was also, once, ‘Rupini’, a woman who was one of the 

Buddha’s first disciples. In other past lives she was Egyptian and Babylonian, and when in 

trance, she speaks Sanskrit and other ancient languages fluently.  

 

Matei’s proximity to Veronica causes her to age rapidly and her health worsens, so he feels 

compelled to leave her. He returns to his old haunt, the Café Select, where he is greeted by 

his friends who have passed away. In the course of the evening he ages and dies.  

 

The director, Francis Ford Coppola, describes the film as a ‘meditation on time and 

consciousness, a changing tapestry of illusion.’ 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Veronica is on a driving holiday in Geneva. After being struck by lightning, she retreats to a 

cave, and chants in Sanskrit.  

Dominic reports 

The young woman believes she is in 14th century India. She has spent several months in a 

cave meditating. There was a storm and many large rocks were dislodged, blocking the 

mouth of the cave. Rupini descended from one of the first families to convert to Buddhism. 

She is a disciple of the philosopher Chandrakirti. Rupini was copying his works in the cave. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The film begins in Bucharest, Romania, in the time leading up to World War II. Old Dominic 

arrives, puts up his umbrella and is struck by lightning. Years later, he dies at Café Select, in 
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Romania. He lives in European towns, and visits India. Other locations are: 

Neutral Switzerland in wartime 

Italy in 1942 

Geneva in 1955 

Rupini’s cave in Uttar Pradesh, India 

Bombay, India 

Malta 

 

Connections 

Dominic knew Veronica in 1894, when she was Laura. He has continued to live, getting 

younger since being struck by lightning, aged 70. Veronica is 25. In her previous life she was 

Laura, but earlier than that she was Rupini. Even before that she may have lived in ancient 

Egypt, Babylon, and Sumer because she speaks these languages.  

 

Present Past Distant Past 

Veronica in 1955, aged 25 Laura in 1894, dies in 

1895 

Rupini in 14th century 

India, disciple of 

Chandrakirti. She 

descended from one of the 

first families to convert to 

Buddhism. 

Dominic is becoming 

younger, since being 70 in 

1938. In 1955 he looks to 

be in his late 30s. 

Dominic is 26 in 1894. He 

lives on. 

 

 

At the time of the lightning strike, Dominic developed a new personality, a double, Domenic 

2. He talks to Domenic 2, and when Dominic leaves his bed to don a robe, Domenic 2, his 

reflection in the mirror, stays stretched out on the bed. Dominic is not sure if Domenic 2 

exists in the objective world.   

 

When Dominic first sees Veronica in the mountains in her VW beetle, he recognises her 

immediately as Laura.  
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Later, in their hotel room, Dominic declares to Veronica that he has always loved her, 

implying that he has loved her throughout their lifetimes. 

 

Transition 

Dominic lives from 1868 to 1969. He has two lifetimes, separated by the moment when he 

was struck by lightning, but he does not die between these lifetimes.  

 

Death 

Veronica, as Rupini, describes her death. She was copying Chandrakirti’s works in a cave 

and meditating. There was a storm. Large rocks blocked the mouth of the cave and she died 

there.  

 

Gender 

Veronica is a woman in the three lifetimes that are described or witnessed.  

 

Spirituality 

The Orientalists state that Veronica/Rupini illustrates ‘a clear example of transmigration of 

the soul.’ They say that this belief first appears in the ancient Chandogya Upanishad. This 

Upanishad may date from the 8th to 6th century BCE. 

 

Professor Tucci reminds Rupini about Maya, ‘the great sorceress.’ He talks of the illusory 

nature of dreaming, of the future, of time, and the nature of reality.   

 

Dominic shares with Dominic 2. 

Dominic 

.….if someone were to tell me that there exists among us authentic magicians, saints, 

Boddhisatvas, or anyone endowed with miraculous powers, I would believe them…. 

 

Veronica describes a dream where, as Rupini, she is visited in her cave by a being holding a 

skull, advancing on her, surrounded by a red light. Dominic explains that this was probably 

the god, Shiva, creator and destroyer of the universe.  

 

Dominic tells the story of Chuang-tzu and the butterfly, and applies it to himself. The dream 
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concerns a being’s true identity in the different states of consciousness, the waking, 

dreaming, and deeper states. 

Dominic 

The king was dreaming that he was a butterfly. He was the king. In his dream he was a 

butterfly. I know very well that I'm dreaming and I’ll wake up. 

 

Authenticity  

A photo album shows that Dominic was older, and that Laura existed in 1895. 

 

Experts from the Oriental Institute in Rome confirm that Rupini was a historical human 

being. They fly with Dominic and Veronica and find the cave in Uttar Pradesh where Rupini 

lived in her past life. An old book and cup are on the ground. Dominic picks up a leaf of the 

Sutra which dissolves in his hand. Behind this is the skeleton that we assume was Rupini. 

 

Veronica speaks in different languages from ancient times. As Dominic is studying the 

origins of language, he documents her various utterances, which go back to earlier and earlier 

historical periods. However, this is exhausting for her, and Dominic chooses not to push her 

back into the time of unwritten history, because it is causing her to age prematurely.  

 

Specific themes 

Time is flexible. A person can grow young. 

Dead people can communicate with the living. Dominic Matei meets his old friends at the 

café. 

Soulmates exist eg Dominic and Laura/Veronica. 

 

Pan’s Labyrinth 

Director: Guillermo del Toro. Mexico, Spain, USA. 2006 

 

Synopsis 

The film is set in Spain in 1944. A child, Ofelia, and her pregnant mother travel to an old 

mill, which is a military base for a troop destroying the surviving guerrillas. There she meets 

her vicious stepfather, Captain Vidal.  
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In a parallel reality, Ofelia is the reborn Princess from a fairytale, whose true residence is the 

underground realm, with Pan, and her real father, the King. Pan gives her three tasks to be 

fulfilled on her quest to find her way home. 

 

The director, del Toro, states that he believes that there is a spiritual reality that is as tangible 

and real as the objective world.  

 

Characters 

Ofelia, daughter of a tailor and a gentle seamstress, step daughter of the Captain.  

In Pan’s world, she is Princess Moanna. 

Ofelia is brave, and she exists in a world of feelings, intuition, and creativity.  

 

Her mother, Carmel has married the Captain. 

Captain Vidal, a brutal man with no conscience. 

Mercedes, Vidal’s housekeeper, who is in league with the guerrillas.  

The doctor. 

The cricket who is also a fairy, messenger between the two worlds. 

Pan, an ancient creature with powers of creation and destruction. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Ofelia is the Princess, reborn as a low status girl. We are told this from the beginning, as the 

narrative is like a fairytale. Later, Ofelia makes the transition back to experience her royal 

status in the underworld. 

 

This is Ofelia’s story, created to make her bleak life more interesting. It is also a true story. 

She was the Princess, and she becomes the Princess again. This is magical realism, and both 

these contradictory facts are true.  

 

The Princess escaped from an underground realm, but forgot who she was and then she died. 

Her father, the King, did not forget. He knew that one day her soul would return.  

 

The Significance of Place 
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In Spain: The old mill, the bathroom, the storehouse.  

The labyrinth is the doorway between different worlds.  

In untamed, ancient nature, in the grand underground world where Ofelia’s royal family 

resides. 

 

Connections 

In the magical world, her present mother Carmel is the Queen. 

Her dead father, the tailor who died in the war, is the King. 

Ofelia status is much higher in the other world, where she is a princess instead of the 

Captain’s unwanted stepchild. 

The fairy who sometimes takes the form of a cricket is a messenger who can travel between 

the two worlds. 

 

Transition 

The storyteller tells us about the transition of the Princess Moanna from royal family member 

living in a grand underworld kingdom of columns, high rock walls and staircases, to her birth 

as a mortal child. 

Storyteller 

One day the Princess escaped. The bright sun blinded her and erased the past from her 

memory. She forgot who she was. In the end she died. Her father, the king, knew that her 

soul would one day return……Perhaps in another body, time and place. He would wait for 

her until he drew his last breath, until the world stopped turning…… 

 

In bed, Ofelia hears the cricket and follows it. She shows the cricket her fairy book and the 

cricket transforms into a naked, long legged female fairy with pixie ears and fast moving 

wings. It is night and the colours are shades of a monotone blue green. The fairy speaks in 

chirrups. She leads Ofelia to the labyrinth. In the middle, steps lead down into the earth, and 

in the middle of a maze of concentric circles is a large moss covered rock, like a Shiva 

Lingham from Jung’s story. (Jung, 1977) 

The underground labyrinth belongs to the pantheistic world, and does not exist for other 

people, in reality. It is related to the small statue of a green nature god that Ofelia saw when 

the car stopped for Carmel to be sick. 

 

Pan recognises Ofelia as Princess Moanna, daughter of the King of the underworld, and bows 



 92 

to her. Ofelia states that her father was a tailor. 

 

Pan 

Your real father had us open portals to allow you to return…… The labyrinth is the last of 

these portals. 

 

Pan sets tasks for Ofelia. She has to enter a dying fig tree with a split trunk, and go 

underground. This is another portal. Ofelia has mud on her patent leather shoes. She is 

dressed for a party, but she hangs her clothes on a branch and wears a brown calico petticoat. 

She crawls on hands and knees in the mud among the twisted roots. An enormous woodlouse 

goes up her arm, and others crawl on her back. She tricks the toad into vomiting up a key.  

When she returns to the upper world outside, her clothes are in the mud. She is filthy and 

cold, and a storm breaks. 

 

Death 

Death occurs regularly around the Captain. 

 

Two farmers, an old man with his adult son, who have rifles for shooting rabbits, are brought 

before the Captain. The Captain brutally smashes the son’s face with a broken bottle and 

shoots the father. The Captain finds that they were not guerrillas when he pulls a dead rabbit 

out of the bag. He is indifferent and remorseless. 

 

Ofelia’s mother, Carmel, is in labour and is bleeding profusely. The Captain kills the doctor 

at the very time he is needed, when Carmel is giving birth. He calls for the troop paramedic 

instead. Carmel dies, but the baby boy lives. 

 

There are transitions from Ofelia’s real world to the imaginary world. 

Ofelia draws in chalk to make a portal to reach the world of the white creature who kills 

babies. 

 

The Captain tells the rebel who stutters that he will let him go if he can count to three without 

stuttering. The man fails, and the Captain tortures him. When the Captain orders the doctor to 

revive the smashed and broken man, the doctor euthanises him with an injection. As the 

doctor leaves, the Captain shoots him in the back.  
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The death of the Captain’s father is associated with the image of a watch. At a dinner party, 

one of the men says that he met the Captain's father in Morocco and later was told that when 

he died in battle, he smashed his watch to record the moment of his death… so his son would 

know how a brave man dies. The Captain denies this, but his pocket watch has a crack across 

the glass. 

 

At the mill, the Captain is shaving to gramophone music. We hear his watch ticking his time 

away. 

 

Ofelia tries to escape with her baby brother. The Captain takes the baby and shoots Ofelia. 

Outside the labyrinth, he is surrounded by rebels. He gives his son to Mercedes and takes out 

his watch. 

Captain 

Tell my son the exact time when his father died. 

Mercedes 

No. He won't even know your name. 

 

Pedro shoots him in the cheek. The Captain’s eyes darken with blood, and he falls.  

 

Inside the labyrinth, Ofelia’s blood drips down on the circles around the statue. Mercedes 

hums a lullaby and light floods Ophelia.  

 

Gender 

Ofelia and her family have the same gender in life and in the underworld. 

 

Spirituality 

The maze belongs to the old religion, to the worship of nature, the spirits and Pan, not to 

contemporary Catholicism in 1944. 

 

Carmen and Ofelia sleep together. Surrounded by the glow of the fire, Ofelia tells her unborn 

baby brother a story, and we see him in the red glow of the womb, listening. 

 

Ophelia 
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In a sad land was a tall mountain. On top was a magic rose that granted immortality. It 

blossomed each night. No one dared to go near because its many thorns were full of poison. 

Men talked of death and pain but not about the promise of immortality, and every day the 

rose wilted, unable to bestow its gift on anyone. Alone until the end of time. 

 

Ofelia becomes immortal. There is golden light in the Palace. Her mother, the Queen, is 

blonde and beautiful. Ofelia sees fairies, and the whole court applauds. 

 

Karma 

The Captain’s evil deeds have consequences. He is shot, and instead of his name being 

remembered like that of his father, he is assured of historical oblivion, and that his child will 

never know who he was. 

 

Ofelia is rewarded by the King because she chose to spill her own blood rather than that of 

her innocent baby brother. This was the final task, and her reward is a place as princess in the 

underground kingdom. Pan approves of her choice, and addresses her as ‘your Highness.’ 

 

Authenticity  

The power of the mandrake root is real. The mother destroys it and consequently she suffers 

and dies. 

 

Ofelia is a young storyteller with an impressive imagination if she is filling the pages of her 

blank book and setting her own tasks. It seems more likely that the magical world is 

influencing her.  

 

Carmel is outside the bathroom door, talking about the green dress that she has made for 

Ofelia. She says that Ofelia will looks like a princess. Ofelia takes this as confirmation that 

she really is a princess, and she checks the moon birthmark on her shoulder and smiles. 

 

Specific themes 

guilt and innocence  

fantasy/imagination and harsh reality 

the world of nature and the world of men with guns  
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Responses of those who are doomed: The Captain is consoled by history. Ofelia responds 

with fantasy. Mercedes is defiant. Carmen shows resignation.  

Heroes journey – three tasks.  

Sacrifice.  

Magic, paganism, religion.  

The destruction of nature.  

People who are not what they seem.  

Appearance and integrity. Ofelia’s party dress and shoes are muddied when she takes on the 

quest to destroy the toad killing the legendary tree. She tells her mother that she saw a fairy. 

 

Carmel 

Look at your shoes. 

 

Carmel does not listen to Ofelia, just as many children talking of past lives or of other 

realities are not heard. (Stevenson, 2000) 

 

Tests, challenges. Pan needs the blood of an innocent to open the portal and he asks for the 

baby’s blood. Ofelia will not give it. The Captain shoots Ofelia, and her innocent blood drips 

down. She returns to the underground, sumptuous palace. 

 

A happy ending to a desperately unhappy narrative.  

 

Narrator 

Ofelia the Princess reigned with justice and a kind heart for many centuries. She was loved 

by her people. She left small traces of her time in the world, visible only to those who knew 

where to look. 

Images  

Pan has ram’s horns and whorls on his forehead. He is very tall, and has a shaggy coat.  

Pan gives Ofelia the book of Crossroads to reveal her future. It is blank, because Ofelia has 

no future on earth. 

Hallways with columns 

Stairs into the earth 

Concentric circles around the statue – the labyrinth 
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The blood of the Captain’s victims, the blood of Carmen giving birth and dying, blood that 

Ofelia feeds the mandrake root from her pricked finger. 

 

When Ofelia reads in the bathroom, she asks what happens next in her story that appears in 

instalments on the blank pages. Blood appears on the page as her mother calls. Her mother is 

covered in blood, red on her white nightgown. 

 

Pan comes to Ophelia's bedside, angry because she hasn't yet done the second task. Pan gives 

Ofelia a mandrake root. 

Pan 

This is a plant that dreams of being human….Put it under your mother's bed in a bowl of 

fresh milk and each morning give it two drops of blood to drink. 

 

The Captain’s eye darkens with blood when he is shot. 

 

Ofelia looks like Alice in Wonderland, with a white full pinafore and green matching ribbon 

in her hair. She goes into the underworld of the tree roots.  

 

Pan tells Ofelia that she was not born of man, but of the moon, and the proof is a mark of the 

moon on her left shoulder. 

 

A pure white flower 

Pagan stones for worship on the way to the mill and in the labyrinth 

The mandrake root as a foetus 

Ofelia’s room is in the attic. There are images which reference each other eg the Captain's 

dining table and the white creature’s dining table are similar.  

Magical pollen is the signal that a magical creature is around. 

Going into the crack in the tree represents going into the womb. The tree is shaped like 

fallopian tubes. 

Del Toro states that there are images of circles in scenes about the girl, and straight lines in 

scenes about the Captain. 
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In the Labyrinth, there is a contrast in colour from warm to cold. The horned pagan god holds 

a female and a baby. This is carved into the lingham-like stone, and this resembles Jung’s 

dream of an underground stone. 

 

Pan 

That's me, and the girl is you. 

 

Ofelia 

and the baby? 

 

Pan instructs Ofelia to use chalk to trace a door in her room. She traces the door, opens it, and 

enters a hallway with arches and columns. 

 

In an underground room that never sees sunlight, a blind man has his eyes on a plate in front 

of him and he is pasty white, with an old man's slack body and loose flesh, wattles, and 

mouth, with two nose holes at eye level. On the walls are murals of this monster killing 

babies. There is a high pile of shoes in a corner, reminiscent of Nazi collections from 

murdered children. Later, this monstrous man eats the fairies, headfirst, in an echo of Goya’s 

painting of the god Saturn devouring his son. 

 

An hourglass with the sand running out. 

 

Le Quattro Volte 

Michelangelo Frammartino. Italy, Germany, Switzerland. 2010 

 

Synopsis 

Le Quattro Volte means ‘Four Times.’ The soul of an old Italian village herdsman 

transmigrates in a world where the spirit animates the human, the vegetable and the mineral 

kingdom. This is a very slow moving, visually beautiful film. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 
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It is not the old man who remembers. The audience sees each stage of the reincarnation 

process. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The location is an Italian village, with its church. The village is raised on a mound, and the 

surrounding countryside is flat. A cloud passes, and we see the village in the distance. It 

seems like an isolated place where customs and activities have continued undisturbed for 

hundreds of years.  

 

Connections 

The man is most connected to his goats. He quietly herds his red, brown and white goats with 

the help of his black and white dog. He rests under a dead tree as the goats graze and he 

listens to the goat bells.  

 

His dog is attached to him, and it tries to alert others in the village when the old man is very 

ill. The dog is intelligent and resourceful, and has many qualities that would normally be 

ascribed to a human being. 

 

Transition 

1. Human to goat 

The old man dies surrounded by his goats who have entered his home. 

In his kitchen, a goat is on the table. It knocks over the pot with the food in it, and bleats. In 

the bedroom, the goats crowd into the room where the old man is motionless in the bed. We 

see him with his mouth wide open. He breathes his last two breaths. 

 

The death of the old man is followed immediately by the birth of a goat kid: 

Suddenly a kid is sliding out of its mother. It is mostly white, and it lies spreadeagled on the 

straw, marked with blood. Its mother licks it. The other goats listen to its bleating as it 

struggles to stand. The old man tended goats and now, in his new life, he has become a goat. 

 

2. Goat to tree 

The goats are in the pastures. A large pine tree sways and creaks. It is dusk. The kid is 

separated from its herd. It shelters beneath the tree, tucked between its exposed roots. 

Darkness, heartbeat. 
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3. The death of the tree 

The goat kid has died and has become the existing tree. Snow has covered the hills around the 

pine tree. An ant crawls on the crinkled bark. Birds chirp. The tree is felled with chainsaws, 

then erected in the village and decorated for a festival. 

 

4. The tree becomes charcoal and smoke 

The tree is pulled down after the festival and is taken along the curved mountain road, away 

from the village, through a gate to a yard where other wood is smouldering. It is added to a 

new pile of younger wood.  

The wood is laid, radiating out from the centre, in a circular shape. The thick, heavy wood of 

the festival tree is stacked right in the middle. Other wood covers it. Our point of view is the 

same as that of the tree, consciously looking outwards. Darkness. Beats. 

 

The beautiful symmetrical mound is completed. Hay is added, then smouldering ash is patted 

on with the spade so it becomes black. Smoke drifts. Live coals are put down the central hole 

by a man on a ladder. Smoke is coming to the hole, as it was at the start of the film. Smoke 

drifts into the forest and we hear the patting sound of the spade. Dead wood becomes 

charcoal. The cycle is complete. 

 

Spirituality 

At the church, with its statues of saints and angels, the old man trades goats’ milk for the dust 

which we see falling in the rays of light. With his big peasant hands, he mixes it with water 

and drinks it, believing it to be like medicine.  

 

The old man’s faith in consuming the holy dust from the church was keeping him alive, and 

when he loses his package of dust and cannot rouse anyone at the church to replace it, he 

dies.  

 

The church bells call the faithful. The whole village takes part in a Christian religious 

ceremony, which includes a procession with a life sized cross. The dog alerts them to the old 

man’s fate. 

 

Men carry the old man’s body out in a coffin. The priest is in plum robes. Now the procession 
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is for the coffin and they take another path at the crossroads.  Two priests are at the front and 

there is an altar boy. In the mausoleum, the coffin is slid into place. The stone closes the 

space. There is darkness. We still hear a few beats like heartbeats.  

 

Authenticity  

There is no character in this film who is reflecting or gaining knowledge regarding the 

authenticity of the rebirth of the soul of the old man. Only the audience, led by the director,  

observes the events in the film, and gains new knowledge about the transition of the soul 

from one lifetime to subsequent lifetimes. Reincarnation is presented as a natural part of the 

life cycle. We see it happening before our eyes.  

 

Specific themes 

This film is unusual in depicting a man’s rebirth into less conscious life forms. The old man 

becomes an animal. He then becomes a tree, and lastly charcoal and smoke. According to the 

laws of Karma displayed in many Hollywood films, a human would only inhabit lesser life 

forms if he had done terrible deeds. This would be his punishment. However, the old man in 

this film appears to lead a religious, blameless life.  

 

Don’t Die without Telling me where you are going 

Director: Eliseo Subiela. Argentina. 1995 

 

Synopsis 

In Buenos Aires, Leopoldo works as a projectionist in an old, run down movie theatre. He is 

inventing a machine to record dreams. He dreams of Raquel, a woman who was his partner in 

many lifetimes. She was his wife when he invented the kinetoscope while working with 

Thomas Edison around 1885.  

He and the spirit Raquel fall in love again but they cannot be physically together. 

 

Leopold is reconciled with his wife, Susana, and their new baby is Raquel reborn. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 
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Raquel is a spirit who appears to Leopoldo, and tells him in the movie theatre that she used to 

be his wife. 

 

Leopoldo dreams of his past wife Raquel playing piano and singing classical music. He sees 

himself as William, watching fondly. He replays his dream later on a TV screen. 

 

In a car, travelling to a holiday, the child Leopoldo says, ‘Where is she?’ 

The parents say they will arrive soon at the destination, but ignore his question. They do not 

understand that he remembers his past life wife, and that he is looking for her. 

 

Raquel and William walk in the night. She is happy to have found him again. She says that 

she answered the call of Leopoldo’s soul.  

 

The Significance of Place 

Leopoldo’s soul resides within his body, but Raquel is a spirit without a body. She explains 

that she is not a ghost, but she exists in no physical location. There is no place for her on 

earth in this form. 

 

Connections 

Leopoldo was William, inventor of the dream preserver. William invented the kinetoscope 

and therefore, movies. Now, as Leopoldo, he is an inventor and movie projectionist, so his 

careers, past and present, have similarities. Oscar calls him a collector of dreams. He aims to 

bring about a revolution in psychoanalysis, creating instruments which register brainwaves. 

 

Raquel and Leopoldo have been partners in many lifetimes.  

 

Susana, Leopoldo, and Raquel are all connected when Raquel is reborn. They become a 

family when Raquel is born as their daughter. 

 

Transition 

After his death as William, Raquel searches cots in hospitals, to see if Leopoldo has been 

reborn.  

 



 102 

On the deck in front of the sunset, Raquel comes to say goodbye to Leopoldo, suggesting that 

if God allowed her this delay, it was for her to learn. 

 

Leopoldo contemplates suicide momentarily, but this is not a solution. 

Raquel 

We must meet in life. It will happen… but next time, don't die without telling me where you 

are going. 

 

Even the plant Anita, gets a new life when she is taken from her pot and planted in the lawn. 

Leopoldo tells her that she now has a planet underneath her, and she can grow all she wants. 

 

Death 

Oscar originally appears to us as a disabled veteran. Late in the film, he enters on crutches, 

with his sweetheart Melba from his dream of first love. They have found each other again in 

reality. Oscar no longer needs his wheelchair. He feels that he has had more than one lifetime 

within this lifetime, experiencing in decades what other may experience over centuries. 

 

Oscar 

I dreamed I died again and again in this life. Oscar the jet pilot, died one day and Oscar, 

disabled, was born. Now he’s almost over for this Oscar to be born… different from all the 

previous Oscars and the same. 

 

Raquel finally walks into the light, as William and the crowd did decades before. A baby 

cries. This is Raquel, reborn to Leopoldo and Susana, fulfilling Susana’s dream of having a 

child.  

 

Gender 

Raquel 

We have loved each other for centuries… Sometimes I was a woman. I was sometimes a 

man… 

 

She makes it clear that souls love each other. The gender of the body is secondary to this. 

 

When Raquel returns as Leopoldo and Susana's daughter, she has the same gender as in her 
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past life as Raquel. 

 

Spirituality 

Raquel explains reincarnation simply to William. 

 

Raquel 

You were a foetus–you grew into a child–and you grew into a man–and you'll grow into 

another foetus–who will stop being–and so on endlessly. 

 

She explains to Leonardo that if he lives well, he won’t worry about death, even if only one 

day remained for him on earth.  

 

Depressed, Leopoldo questions the meaning of life. 

 

Leopoldo 

…What are we good for? Why are we here?...... Falling in love with caramel, with having 

barbecues with friends, with tits… If we end up in the garbage or in a coffin… And if lucky, 

we become a memory for some time? 

 

Later, he is more philosophical. 

Leopoldo 

Why would you learn if there was nothing afterwards… if everything ended in 

death?…..Either we’ll return or we’ll use our knowledge somewhere else. 

 

Oscar has theories on the cycle of birth and death.  

Oscar 

….. it's likely that we don't undergo one death but many–deaths in which we are born again 

with each turn in life. Each turn is a death which makes room for a new life… Even our 

supposed last turn. And there is a mistake: it's one more turn. 

 

Raquel states that the thought of there being only one lifetime is absurd. 

Raquel 

If life ended in a wooden box, we would be thinking of God as so mediocre, so small… 
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Raquel makes a gesture like an Indian mudra with her right hand and water appears on her 

hand. 

 

We see a scene from the past, where Leopoldo joined the crowd of souls heading towards the 

light. There is a procession of spirits, clothed, naked, albino, in uniform, mediaeval, dressed 

as a monk, dressed in a suit. Raquel is among them, walking. William appears upright, 

young, and well-dressed. Raquel asks their destination, and a spirit tells her that they are 

going to be reborn. She turns back, but William walks on.  

 

Later, Leopoldo has spiritual experiences. He looks in the mirror, and sees an electric blue 

aura around his head. In the street he sees other auras. On the train he tells Raquel he feels 

such love for everyone, and that it is an amazing sensation. The cinema owner, Don Mario, 

concludes that Leopoldo may be going mad. 

 

Leopoldo is distressed when Raquel is reborn as his child. This is not a woman with whom he 

can experience desire and passion. He asks her why, and baby Raquel tells him just to love 

her as he has always done.  

 

Karma 

Knowledge gained in other lives can accumulate and be used in the present life, as in 

William’s experiments informing the work of Leopoldo in the present.  

 

Authenticity  

A scene depicts the authenticity of a soul’s survival after death. 

The scene begins in black and white. Pablo walks into the café. He used to live in the 

neighbourhood, then went into the military. Colour appears. Pablo doesn't know that he's 

dead until Leopoldo tells him. Pablo asks Leopoldo to tell his mother that he loves her. He 

also tells Leopoldo that he will tell him where his body is buried, along with five missing 

others. He wants his mother to tell the other mothers. Alone, Leopoldo writes this down. 

 

The robot invented by Carlos is programmed to respond to the presence of a human being. 

Although she is not visible to others, the robot responds to Raquel’s presence.  

 

Raquel is visible on the dream screen, although otherwise invisible.  
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Leopoldo is an inventor in past and present lifetimes, and he has connections with the 

beginning of film, with images, with the screen.  

 

Raquel wears a large pendant which identifies her as William’s wife Rachel.  

 

Specific themes 

Love transcends death 

Souls have a choice about when to be reborn 

A wife in one life may be a daughter in another 

Magic 

Plants are conscious 

Ghosts can communicate with the living 

Dreams can be recorded as movies 

Seizing the moment can change a life, as when Oscar locates his old flame 

 

Images 

A large pendant identifying Raquel. Susana tells Leonardo that she is pregnant. He runs his 

hand across her waist like a slow conjuring trick, and opens it to reveal the large clear jewel 

pendant. Susana treats it as a gift and wears it, but it indicates to the audience that Raquel is 

returning as their child. 

 

Sound 

The piano. 

There is dramatic, tragic, operatic vocal music as Leopoldo walks the streets, searching for 

Raquel. 

 

Samsara  

Director: Pan Nalin. India, Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland. 2001 

 

The director, Pan Nalin talks of Samsara as a Sanskrit word meaning the world we live in. 

Samsara deals with the transmigration of souls and the cycle of life and death. In this 
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framework of understanding, we are born and reborn, and worldly life is an illusion. Nalin 

has spent time with Buddhist and Hindu masters, and this film is partly autobiographical.  

 

Synopsis 

In Ladakh, Northern India, the young lama Tashi, who entered a monastery at the age of five, 

wishes to leave to live a worldly life. His superior, Apo, sends him to visit an old, mute monk 

who lives in a cliff. This monk, Norbu, shows Tashi a manuscript showing a couple making 

love. When Tashi holds it above a candle, their skeletons are revealed. The teaching is that 

sex is the way to death and rebirth.  

 

Tashi marries the wise and beautiful Pema and his son, Karma is born. Tashi finds that 

worldly life does not lead to enlightenment, and he is torn between fulfilling his 

responsibilities and returning to monastic life. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Tashi has always known about reincarnation, having grown up in a culture where it is an 

accepted belief, and educated in a religion where the existence of reincarnation is central to 

its beliefs. One is born over and over again, and the point of doing spiritual practices such as 

meditation, is to stop the cycle of birth and death. The aim is to reach enlightenment, and to 

never again be reborn. 

 

The Significance of Place  

The wider place is samsara, the world of illusion. 

 

A particular tree is the frontier between the hills, where the monks live their golden spiritual 

lives, and the green valley and the village, with its noises of material life.  

  

Connections 

Between Tashi and Apo, his teacher 

Tashi and Sonam, his monkhood brother 

Tashi and Pema, his wife 

Fleetingly, Tashi with Sujata, his lover 

Tashi and monkhood 
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It is suggested by the village women that Tashi’s son, Karma, is a reborn lama, a Tulku. 

 

Transition 

An eagle flies high over mountains, over a lake, through clouds. It drops something on a goat, 

which dies. The lamas gently close the goat’s eyes. A little monk watches the goat’s 

transition from life to death. 

 

The monastery retreat is built into the rock. Inside a cave, Tashi has been meditating for over 

three years. He has long hair, and he is emaciated. His fingernails have grown very long. The 

monks enter, and slowly coax Tashi towards daily waking consciousness. They make a sound 

with a prayer bowl like a pestle around a mortar. They blindfold Tashi to protect his eyes 

while travelling. While he is still unconscious they put him on a horse. 

 

At a stream, the monks do rituals, and cut Tashi’s hair and his nails. They shave his head and 

wash him. By the campfire, an older monk, Apo, feeds Tashi. 

 

Apo 

You pushed it too far. 

 

Tashi nearly did not make the transition back to the world of the living and the consciousness 

of mundane life. 

 

After leaving the monastery, Tashi disrobes, enters the river to bathe, then dresses in ordinary 

clothes. The dog Kala doesn’t recognise him and runs away. Tashi passes the green tree and 

goes to the lower village.  

 

At the birth of Tashi’s son, Karma, the women say: 

 

A great being has returned. Maybe you are a Tulku, Karma. 

 

The monk Sonam tells Tashi that their spiritual teacher, Apo, is dead. Apo and Sonam 

meditated together in the sacred cave to prepare.  Apo sent Tashi a message 

 

Apo 
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I will be returning to Samsara. We shall meet again. You will be able to tell me what is more 

important – satisfying one thousand desires or conquering just one. 

 

Apo is contrasting the desire for liberation with the numerous desires of the mind and body. 

Tashi looks out and sees a complete rainbow between the flat land and the mountains. 

 

Later, Tashi packs his bag. Like Siddharta he leaves his sleeping wife and child, even 

removing his imprint from the pillow. He walks away from the farm in the morning light. 

Apo’s letter called him back to the monastery. 

 

At the same river he bathes and changes back to monk’s clothes. He shaves his head in a 

cracked mirror. The trees are golden, and he walks among them in his robes, gazing at a leaf. 

The solitary tree is also golden. He walks along the stone wall. Around the corner, with a 

horse, is Pema, with hurt in her eyes.  

Tashi made the transition from monk to householder, and back to monk again. 

 

Death 

Apo dies but says that he will return and meet Tashi again. It is understood that a spiritually 

advanced or enlightened being can return to another birth by choice, out of compassion and a 

desire to uplift humanity.  

 

Gender 

Apo is male, and presumably will return as a man, to continue his traditional practice as a 

Buddhist monk. If Tashi’s son is a reborn Tulku, the reincarnation of a lama, then he was 

male in his past life. In this film, those who practise Buddhism as monks are mostly men. 

 

Spirituality 

Tibetan Buddhism is the central religion. The monks spin prayer wheels, meditate, do rituals 

such as dances, lighting candles, doing prostration. They chant, and sound the prayer bowl. 

They hang prayer flags, do japa, and inscribe prayer stones with scriptures. There is training 

in religious life from childhood. The monks paint thankas, the holy pictures. They shave their 

heads, wear red robes, study the scriptures, observe silence and practice celibacy. They play 

drums and horn. All these practices are performed to gain enlightenment.  
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When Tashi wishes to leave the monkhood, Apo sends him for instruction to a cave in a cliff. 

Inside is Norbu, a very old, bent, mute monk. They slurp tea and nod to each other. Norbu 

shows Tashi a manuscript showing a couple making love. When Tashi holds it above a 

candle, their skeletons are revealed. Sex is the way to death and rebirth. In a Japanese style 

drawing the youthful become decrepit and impotent. There are many drawings, some in an 

Indian style. The old monk laughs quietly. He is showing Tashi that worldly life is transient, 

insubstantial, and subject to decay.  

 

A written scroll states – Everything you contact is a place to practise the Way. 

 

Back at the monastery, Apo is playing a wind instrument. Tashi rationalises about the life of 

the Buddha. 

Tashi 

Even he was allowed a worldly existence until he was 29. But since the age of five, I’ve been 

disciplined to live like Buddha after he renounced the world. Why? How do we know that his 

enlightenment was not a direct result of his worldly existence too? 

 

Tashi makes an argument for living a worldly life so he’ll know what he is renouncing. Apo 

tells him that his dream of Pema sleeping beside him in the village was not a dream.  

 

The wise and beautiful Pema throws a stick in the water for children to follow and she tells 

them that the stick will reach the sea.  This reminds Tashi of the individual soul merging with 

the infinite.  

 

After Tashi has left his home, he shaves his head, and puts on the robes of a monk. Pema 

appears before him, asking Tashi to consider her plight and her son’s yearning for him. She 

asks whether Siddharta owed his enlightenment to his abandoned wife, Yashodhara, who then 

had to live a life of renunciation. She says that if Tashi loved his son Karma as intensely as he 

loved her, he would become a Buddha in this lifetime. Tashi asks for forgiveness and says 

that he will return with her, but she gives him his bundle, goes towards the horse, and 

disappears in dust. She knows Tashi’s decision before he knows it himself. It seems that 

Pema was a vision, or that she transported herself in some non-material way through her own 

powers. Tashi cries, and opens the bundle. It contains his bowl and his beads, which are 

requirements for returning to the life of a monk.  
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Early in the film, we see an inscription in a stone wall. ‘How can one prevent a drop of water 

from drying up?’ At the end of the film, Tashi reads the answer on the back of the stone.  ‘By 

throwing it into the sea.’ The individual soul, the drop of water, must merge with the infinite 

self, the ocean, and become enlightened. Tashi looks up to an eagle soaring free in the vast 

sky.  

 

Karma 

It seems to be Tashi’s destiny to be a monk, but in going back to this path, he hurts Pema and 

Karma. He is only a householder for a short period of his life, having been trained as a 

Buddhist monk from early childhood.  

 

Authenticity  

Reincarnation is confirmed by the Buddhist scriptures, by traditional beliefs, and by Tashi’s 

spiritual teacher. There are tests to check if a child is reborn. A child is shown a number of 

objects, and from these he chooses possessions that belonged to him in his past life. 

 

Specific themes  

Spirituality contrasts with sensuality 

Religion opposes sexuality 

Taboos 

Sacrifice to a greater end. Little children are given to spiritual life at a very early age, and 

separated from their mothers. These children, by doing spiritual practices, benefit their 

families in an invisible, but tangible way. 

 

Valley of Flowers 

Director: Pan Nalin. India, Japan. 2006 

 

Synopsis 

 In the 19th century, a woman, Ushna, appears out of nowhere to join Jalan, the wild leader of 

a group of bandits who steal from travellers on the Silk Road. Ushna and Jalan practise magic 

and are parted by magic. Ushna’s body is cremated, but Jalan lives on for two centuries and 
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becomes an urbane, controversial figure. He assists those who want to end their suffering by 

euthanasia. After Ushna endures many births and deaths, they meet again when she is reborn 

as a Japanese nightclub singer. 

 

This film is based on Alexandra David-Neel’s book, ‘Magie d’Amour et Magie Noire,’ 

translated as ‘Magic of Love and Black Magic.’  

 

Characters 

Jalan is the bandit leader who lives on to become a practitioner of euthanasia. 

Ushna is a beautiful demon who becomes human to experience love. After five more 

incarnations she returns to Jalan as a nightclub singer. After her death she returns to her 

original form, as a statue of a supernatural being, in a cave by the ocean.  

Yeti is a supernatural being resembling the Hindu god, Shiva. He has immense power in the 

Universe, and he has a familial relationship with Ushna. Yeti has matted grey locks, and he is 

fond of alcohol. 

Jampa is a bandit who was like a brother to Jalan. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Ushna reborn is a Japanese nightclub singer in the present, with gold dust on her eyelids and 

a gold lame dress. As she sings, she sees Jalan Otsal on TV, and recognises him. He fell 62 

stories then rose from the white chalk outline. The police had assumed he was dead. Ushna 

finds him at the police station. 

 

At the train station, Jalan whispers the sound of the ocean into Ushna’s ear to show that he 

remembers her. 

 

Ushna has died being born, transmigrating five times. This is her fifth reincarnation. She 

remembers nothing of past lives except Jalan. 

 

Ushna 

One memory to carry me from life to life. The eternal longing, even as a newborn baby. 

 

The Significance of Place 
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Jalan encounters Ushna in the Himalayas, in the early 19th century.  

Two hundred years later, they are in Japan. 

 

In the Himalayas, Mongolian traders sell new revolvers, engraved 1835, from England. They 

say that England is a little island, situated over many snow peaks, in the middle of the ocean. 

They show the group seawater in a ship in a bottle shaped container and say it is the ocean. 

Ushna says that she has seen the ocean. She remembers her past life as a demon in a sea cave. 

 

Connections 

Jalan and Ushna are lovers, in the present on the Silk trail and in the future in Japan, over a 

period of two hundred years. At their first meeting, Ushna, a beautiful, goddess like but 

earthy woman with waist length hair comes towards the bandits surrounded by dust of the 

travellers. She has kajjal smeared around her eyes.  

 

Ushna says to Jalan: 

You are the one I have seen in my dreams. Take me with you. 

 

Jampa is a bandit who was like a brother to Jalan, before Jalan irrationally killed him in a 

moment of jealousy.  

 

Yeti ordered the moment of Jalan’s death. 

Yeti allowed Ushna to be human for a while, to experience love. Yeti and Ushna have a 

connection that is beyond time or place. Yeti has power over Ushna. 

 

Transition 

A demon’s head falls from the suitcase stolen by the bandits. When the dust clears, it has 

been transformed from demon to the beautiful woman, Ushna. The group Ushna travelled 

with said that she hadn’t been with them long, but she did not drink or take food.  

 

Ushna says that she was born, but at night in the tent, Jalan tenderly looks at her body. 

He finds that she has no navel.  

Jalan 

Then how could you be born…...how did you survive in the womb? 
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It is obvious now that Ushna is a supernatural goddess or demon, who is not subject to the 

same universal laws that affect human beings. 

 

After Ushna’s death, Jalan travels through lifetimes without dying or being reborn. He walks 

over fields in sunshine. We see only his shoes now – snow boots, then sandals on rocks, bare 

feet on small stones with purple flowers. The sounds change with each transition. He walks 

on dried clay, in a monk’s sandals and an ochre robe, then in Turkish slippers accompanied 

by the sound of a steam train, through water at night as the wolves howl, in soldier’s boots in 

wartime. We hear machine guns and see flames. He moves in sneakers through a rubbish 

dump, then with polished shoes and a suit on a city road. He travels in an elevator in Japan. 

This is a very powerful way of showing time passing.  

 

Death 

Jalan is a controversial figure, a man who dispenses death. He still has long hair, and wears a 

long black coat with polished shoes. He goes to a Japanese middle class home. The family 

living there are a man, a woman, their son and daughter, and a grandmother. The parents, 

dressed in formal traditional clothes, have chosen euthanasia from Jalan’s Valley of Flowers 

Corporation. They believe they are a burden because of their illnesses. Formally, Jalan gets 

them to cover their right nostril and lie on their sides on their mat. He then assists them to die.  

 

Gender 

Ushna is finally reborn in Japan as a female. 

Jalan remains male throughout his different, deathless incarnations. 

 

Spirituality 

Jalan and Ushna climb a high rockface. In a cave is a levitating yogi. They bow and ask for 

his blessings. He sits. They want to make an offering, but he says he needs nothing and asks 

them to leave. Instead, Jalan causes the yogi to fall to earth, and steals the merit that the yogi 

accumulated through his spiritual practices.  

In the cave of the elixir of immortality, monks are meditating.  

After he assists the terminally ill couple to die, Jalan says a Buddhist prayer. 

 

Karma 

Jalan murdered Jampa out of jealousy.  
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Jalan killed Ushna, though that was by mistake. 

Ushna and Jalan both performed black magic, and they are separated when they have finally 

found each other. They were thieves, who stole two people’s store of good luck to counteract 

a fortune teller’s prediction that Ushna and Jalan had no future together. 

 

To show that they are immortal, Jalan gets Ushna to shoot him. There is no sound of gunshot 

and Jalan does not die. Yeti warns them that they are making a mistake, and that things are 

not what they seem. Jalan shoots Ushna and she falls back. It may be that the nectar of 

immortality had a different effect on her because she was not human, or perhaps Jalan was 

the only one with the power to harm her. Ushna dies. Jalan can’t believe what he has done, 

and spreads his arms as if to distance his guilty hands from the centre of his being. 

 

Yeti says he never intended to kill Jalan or Ushna, and says that he can think of no worse 

punishment than to let Jalan live forever. 

 

It seems that Yeti has this power, because Jalan continues to live for two hundred more years. 

Yeti walks away up the mountain in the other direction. He shrugs off his coat, then his 

shoes, then his cloak so that he is naked, like Shiva.  

 

In Japan, Ushna admits to having done some demonic things, but Jalan says that nothing 

matters now that Ushna belongs to him again.  

 

Ushna cries. 

I don’t belong here……once I tasted your love I knew there was no turning back. Since then 

I’m paying for my Karma. 

 

Jalan is only with Ushna for a short time before his death, when he is hit by a van. 

 

At Yeti’s instigation, Ushna goes back to being the stone demon on the beach. This is her 

punishment.  

 

Jalan’s karma was to live on and on, 197 years, until he was tired of life. 

Jalan is unable to die, but he can help others out of their suffering. 

He is attempting to make amends, living without his love, Ushna. 
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The couple do terrible deeds, performing black magic, but their love somehow redeems them 

in the audience’s eyes. We want them to live happily ever after, but because of their crimes, 

they never do.  

 

Ushna and Jalan make love on the deserted train. She has a navel now, so she is finally 

human.   

Jalan 

The centre of the Universe. 

 

Jalan feels that he has finally cheated the laws of Karma. On the train platform, he shows 

Ushna the vial with the elixir of immortality, that he has kept ‘for times to come.’ 

 

They find a temple and Ushna feeds the elixir to Jalan, then drinks herself. They wake in a 

place with hundreds of stone statues of sages and demons. Yeti is there, walking, and doing 

japa on his beads. He reminds them of destiny and natural laws. 

 

Yeti 

Laws of Karma. Laws of impermanence. 

 

Yeti is dressed casually in Western clothes. He gestures for Jalan to come to him, then gives 

Jalan a white gardenia. Ushna moves Jalan away and out onto the street, where they are hit 

immediately by a white van with ‘Tokyo Flowers’ on the side. Yeti walks back to the temple. 

 

On the road, flowers are scattered. Ushna rises. This time Jalan is dead, sprawled and 

bloodied. Now Yeti plays the role of Yama, the Hindu god of death. 

 

Yeti 

I am just doing my duty….the balance is restored. 

 

Universal law says that a human cannot be immortal, so Jalan had to die eventually. 

 

Yeti is suddenly on a rocky beach, holding the demon head. He replaces it onto the rest of the 

statue, at the mouth of a cave. A Shinto, wooden torii designates the place as sacred. We see 
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the ocean waves, and remember that Ushna said to the bandits long ago that she had seen the 

ocean. Ushna is once again embodied in this statue. 

 

We see Yeti, and then his boots walking, an echo of Jalan’s walking through the ages. We 

hear the Shakuhachi, the flute used for Japanese sacred music. 

 

Authenticity  

The existence of reincarnation is a primary foundation for the film. Its authenticity is not 

questioned.  

 

Ushna recognizes Jalan in the present in Japan, remembering him from the past. Jalan also 

remembers her. 

 

Specific themes 

Crimes and punishment. 

Nothing good comes from attempting to alter universal laws such as the sequence of birth and 

death.  

Demons and mortals live among humans. 

Destiny. Jalan and Ushna are fated to meet.  

 

The elements: 

Jalan and Ushna embody fire. Ushna means ‘fire.’ Jalan means ‘the flame.’ Jalan says to 

Ushna that he burns slowly compared to her. Later, Jalan cremates Ushna’s body in the fire. 

Ushna in her demon form contemplates the water of the ocean. Jalan falls through the air 

from a great height but does not die.  

Stealing an intangible essence - stealing souls, stealing breath, stealing good fortune. Finally, 

the couple steal the elixir of immortality. 

Being prepared for times to come – keeping the vial containing the elixir. 

Unintended consequences: Jalan can live for hundreds of years, but must do it without Ushna. 

The concept that a person can adopt the karma of another. The Japanese couple, by dying 

voluntarily, wish to expiate the suffering of others. 

 

Images  
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Red and white jewels represent Shakti and Shiva. Shiva and Shakti are the gods at the 

foundation of the universe in Hindu mythology. 

 

Jalan and Ushna make celebratory love. Ushna blows the sound of the ocean into Jalan’s ear. 

They float into the air, embracing above leaves and water. Jampa sees them in the sky with 

the mountains behind them. A thin, transparent orange veil slips from their bodies. 

 

Jalan wakes from his fall in a house with murals on the walls, in colours of dark green, red 

and white. He sees prayer flags, and masks of supernatural beings such as demons and gods. 

There are banks of candles. 

 

River water, rocks along the river where Jalan fell. 

 

Ushna speaks poetically. 

There is a place for us in the Valley of Flowers…When the wind blows through thousands of 

flowers it sounds like the ocean. 

 

Jalan wants to go first through the Valley of Silence. 

Yeti holds the damaru, traditional to Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism. This is the drum used 

by Shiva to create and to dissolve the universe.  

Herds of horses and yaks. 

Falling. Jalan falls into the stream. Two hundred years later he falls off a high building into 

the city street. 

Ushna wears gold eyeshadow and gold clothes and she cries golden tears. 

Japanese garden. 

Trains. 

Statues of sages and demons. 

Ocean waves. 

 

At the beginning of the film is a train tunnel. The expanse of the foreground narrows to a 

point in the background. This focus on one point occurs in other reincarnation films, such as 

The Fountain.  
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Uncle Boonmee who can remember his past lives 

Director: Apichatpong Weerasethakul. Thailand. 2010 

 

Synopsis 

Uncle Boonmee is a prosperous Thai man who is dying. Auntie Jen comes to look after him 

on his farm. His wife returns as a ghost, his son as a supernatural monkey. Uncle Boonmee 

remembers his previous lifetimes in human and animal form. 

 

This film is based on the book: 

A man who can Recall Past Lives, by Phra Sripariyattiwetti. 

Sang Arun Forest Monastery, Khon Kaen, published 1983 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

There is a written quote at the start of the film, white on a black screen: 

Facing the jungle, the hills and vales, my past life as an animal and other beings rises 

up before me. 

 

We see Uncle Boonmee’s first memory of being the buffalo, Kheo, who is owned by a tribal 

family. 

 

Uncle Boonmee is on the veranda in a hammock, in a reverie, at twilight. He remembers 

being a princess, veiled, elegant, facially scarred, an older woman who stops by a waterfall to 

passionately embrace the young bearer of her palanquin. When she realises that he longs for 

her to be young, she sings a sad song. 

 

The Significance of Place 

Uncle Boonmee’s memories take place on his prosperous and beloved farm in Thailand. He 

is terminally ill, and his embodied and disembodied family members come to care for him. 

 

Connections 

Uncle Boonmee has strong family connections, especially to his dead wife and the living aunt 

Jen, but it is not indicated specifically that they were with him in other lifetimes, unless they 
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were the catfish or the palanquin bearer. 

 

Jai is the head of Uncle’s workers. Aunt Jen brought a relative, Tong, from Bangkok to cook 

for Uncle. 

 

Transition 

Uncle’s son, Boonsong, made the transition from being human by mating with a female 

monkey ghost. His memories of being human eventually dissolved. 

 

Death 

Uncle chooses to die in a place where he was once born in a past life. 

 

Gender 

Uncle Boonmee states that he may have been a woman in a past life. He talks about the cave 

where he goes to die. 

 

I was born here in a life I can't recall… I don't know if I was human then or an animal, 

a woman or a man. 

 

Spirituality 

The title of the film implies that not everyone recalls their past lives. Otherwise Uncle’s 

memories would not be noteworthy. He is able to recall other lives because of his spiritual 

practice of meditation. 

 

Uncle is popular, prosperous, philosophical, and an accomplished meditator. Uncle says to 

Jen: 

After I've died, I'll find my way back to help you… There is the temple 30 minutes 

away. You can learn Vipassana meditation there. Once you've mastered it, you can 

travel through your mind. 

 

There are fireflies in the cave where Uncle Boonmee rests. His relatives keep vigil outside the 

cave as uncle dies. 

 

Karma 
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Uncle Boonmee believes in Karma, and attributes his present terminal illness to his 

destroying of insects which eat his crops, and his killing of Communists when he was a 

soldier. 

 

Authenticity 

There is no event that proves authenticity. Uncle is so quietly confident that his memories and 

predictions are true, that those around him would not doubt it. The visitation of uncle's wife 

in the form of the ghost, indicates that a soul can exist apart from a physical body. The return 

of his son Boonsong as a monkey ghost, shows that a human being can make a transition to 

being embodied in a non-human life form. 

 

Specific themes 

Offerings reach the dead and they hear our prayers. 

Meditation can expand your consciousness. 

Jen states that Karma can be influenced by intentions. Killing for your country is not the 

same as killing for personal reasons. 

Only some souls return as ghosts. Auntie Jen says that her father does not return. 

A person can remember past lives and intuit future lives. 

The dead can visit the living, converse with them, and ease their passing. 

Humans like Jen’s father can talk to animals. 

A person can be transformed by his thoughts. Boonsong’s obsessive focus on the monkey 

ghosts in the Thai jungle eventually transforms him into a monkey ghost who forgets his 

humanity. 

Ghosts such as Huay are attracted not to places, but to the living. She feels that heaven is 

overrated. 

A person such as Uncle Boonmee, can predict his time of death. 

The mundane and the spiritual are interwoven. The family watches TV and counts money 

after Uncle Boonmee’s death. 

 

Images 

Lush green foliage 

The honeycomb panel that tastes of maize and tamarind symbolises the honeyed sweetness of 

life 

Water and a waterfall 
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Dripping water in the cave 

The talking catfish 

Moonlight 

 

Sound 

The film contains mystical soundscapes of naturalistic based sounds. 

  

Ab Ke Baras  

Director: Raj Kanwar. India. 2002 

 

Synopsis 

Ab Ke Baras is translated as ‘This Year.’ Anjali is an 18 year old Indian girl about to be 

married in the USA. She has flashbacks about a previous life in India. A holy man advises 

her that her lover from a past life is calling her to meet him. Without informing her parents, 

she flies to India to investigate. 

 

Karan takes time to warm to the idea of being with Anjali. Karan was once Abhay, and Anjali 

was his lover Nandini. They were freedom fighters against the British. The British were aided 

by police officer Tejeshwar Singhal, who was responsible for the death of Abhay. Nandita 

suicided when Abhay was murdered. Karan and Anjuli find that Tejeshwar Singhal, still 

living, is now a government minister, and they have their revenge. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Anjali dreams of horsemen approaching a temple when the temple bells are ringing. She 

hears the holy chanting of Arati. A man is falling down the stairs. He is being shot. She sees 

the statue of Durga, the goddess. The man is fighting for his life. This is a recurring dream 

about the last moments of Abhay, her lover in a previous life.  

 

Since childhood, Anjali has drawn pictures of a particular location in India which we find 

later is the scene of her lover’s death.  
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Anjali memories are prompted by seeing a portrait of a man who was significant in her past 

life. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The gangsters’ house and Tejeshwar Singhal’s house are the same place in past and present. 

Anjali sees a portrait of Tejeshwar Singhal in the house and her memories return. 

 

In a cobwebbed building, Karan is transported to the past. He sees his sister Gayatri holding 

an arati tray. He sees Gayatri giving him a rakhi bracelet for brothers’ day. Back in the 

present, this memory is confirmed as he wipes clean a photo on the wall and sees Gayatri’s 

face.  

 

Connections 

The holy man says that Anjali’s soul is connected to another soul in India, so she must go 

there. 

 

Anjuli’s drawing connects her lifetimes, and is the key to finding her past life lover. 

Saint 

You will find him at the place you were separated. This picture is the answer to all your 

questions. 

 

Anjuli and Karan, who sings and dances in nightclubs, have a connection spanning lifetimes. 

When Anjuli comes from the shower wearing only a towel. Karan declares his love.  

Karan 

I think I’ve taken birth only for you. 

 

After Abhay is shot after blowing up a bridge as the British motorbikes and cars cross it, he is 

treated by a young Christian doctor. This same doctor is now an old man. The old doctor tells 

Karan that years ago he extracted a bullet from the same place, from someone with the same 

face and same body as Karan.  

 

Transition 

Abhay dies after being thrown down the temple steps. Tejeshwar Singhal has been holding 

Nandita. He throws her to the ground and repeatedly shoots Abhay. 
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Nandita grabs the sword and says to Tejeshwar Singhal:  

 

Nandita 

I belong to Abhay and I will belong to him in every birth. 

 

She suicides by sword and Abhay, who is just alive, sees her. They gaze at each other as they 

die. 

 

Gender 

This does not change. Anjali is female and Karan is male in present and past lifetimes.   

 

Spirituality 

Anjali travels to India to seek out Karan because of the counsel of a spiritual teacher. 

 

The scene of dramatic events in the past and in the present, is a Hindu temple.  

 

Karma 

The saint tells Anjali that she was parted from her soulmate in her previous life. She must 

meet this man now, or they will never meet again in any future life. 

 

Tejeshwar Singhal is thrown down the same temple steps where he threw Abhay and caused 

Abhay’s death. 

 

Karan tells the doctor that his story is about love but also revenge. 

 

Authenticity  

In their affluent home, Anjali’s mother shows her a detailed drawing of a temple. Anjali drew 

this when she was in primary school. In the present Anjali adds to the drawing, putting a tree 

here, a river here, a red stole on the goddess.  

 

When Anjali and her mother visit the saint, he confirms that this is Anjali’s second birth. This 

surprises them.  

 

After being pursued by gangsters, Karan is shot, and the present merges with the past. Anjuli 
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screams Karan’s previous name.  

 

Tejeshwar Singhal confronts Anjali. 

 

Tejeshwar Singhal 

Who are you? 

Anjali 

Nandini, Abhay’s Nandini. We’re born again Tejeshwar! You will die at Abhay’s hands. 

 

Tejeshwar Singhal 

Impossible! The man I killed cannot confront me again…  I killed Abhay. 

 

Specific themes 

Bollywood-influenced Indian films are generally interspersed with songs and dances, like a 

musical but with clear narrative, and like this film, they are often melodramatic. Characters 

are complete villains and innocent heroines. These films can be very romantic, focussed on 

two young lovers. True love is the aim. Marriage is sacred. A partner is for life, so the choice 

of partner is very important.  

 

Retribution. Wrongs can be righted. Revenge. 

Supernatural powers exist, and can influence human affairs. 

Wise yogis know about reincarnation and can understand a person’s destiny. 

A person can recall their moment of death because of the high emotions involved. 

Educated Indians are less likely to believe in reincarnation. Anjuli’s father thinks that she has 

been watching too many movies. 

History can repeat itself. Tejeshwar Singhal killed the revolutionaries in the courtyard and he 

is threatened by one of them, reborn, in same courtyard. 

Curses can take effect. Gayatri, Abhay’s sister curses Singhal, saying ‘May you never be 

given your last rites.’ 

Disguises: Karan dresses as a dancer to infiltrate Singhal’s palatial home. This is an echo of a 

personality from a past life being the same soul in the present, in a different disguise. 
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The Cave of the Yellow Dog 

Director: Byambasuren Davaa. Mongolia, Germany. 2005 

 

Synopsis 

Nansal, a little Mongolian girl, finds a dog in a cave. Her father suspects the dog of being a 

danger because of associating with wolves. Nansal loses her way when grazing the herd and 

is given shelter in the yurt of an old wise woman who tells her the story of the cave of the 

yellow dog. The yellow dog of her story was reborn as a human.  

 

Nansal’s pet is finally accepted by her father when the dog saves the life of her toddler 

brother who has wandered away and is missing.  

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Nansal is told about reincarnation by her father. He holds the family’s old dog in his arms. 

The father lays the dead dog on the ground and cuts off his tail so that in his next life he 

won’t have a tail, and he will be a human. Her father explains that animals die, but their souls 

do not die, and Nansal and her father leave the grave hand in hand.  

 

When grazing the herd, Nansal gets lost, accompanied by her adopted dog. She is given 

shelter in the yurt of an old woman that Nansal respectfully addresses as ‘Grandmother.’ 

After dressing her warmly and feeding her milk, Grandmother tells her the story of the cave 

of the yellow dog: 

 

A lama tells two rich parents to get rid of their guard dog when their daughter 

becomes ill. They take the dog to a cave and go to feed it every day. One day the dog 

disappears. The daughter becomes well because the dog was keeping her poor suitor 

away, and the daughter was pining for him. 

 

Nansal asks what happened to the dog. The grandmother concluded that he was reborn as a 

human, and the young couple married and lived happily ever after.  

  

The Significance of Place 
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The narrative takes place on the Mongolian steppes, where a dog can appear in a cave, and 

where wolves roam and vultures threaten babies. 

 

Connections 

Nansal and the dog, Tsohoor, have a strong connection. 

The family members are intimately bound together and rely heavily on each other for 

survival. The actors are actually all part of the same family. 

The family and their community have a strong connection with the land. 

 

Transition 

Death 

Death is familiar to the family. They drag away dead black faced sheep killed by the wolf. 

They eat animals to survive. The father cuts off the tail of their dead family dog so that it will 

be reborn as human.  

 

Spirituality 

After the old woman tells Nansal the story of the yellow dog, Nansal asks if she, Nansal, will 

be reborn as a human. To answer, Grandmother pours rice over a needle, over and over. Then 

she gets Nansal to do the same. Grandmother asks, ‘Does any grain of rice balance on the end 

of the needle?’  

She explains that is as hard to be reborn as a human as it is for rice to balance on the end of 

the needle, although doing many good deeds in this lifetime makes it likely. 

 

The mother has a Buddhist shrine with photos of the Dalai Lama. She repeats Om Mani 

Padme Hum, and lights candles for worship. When the baby, Batbayar, wants to play with a 

holy figurine, the little sister prevents him, explaining, ‘I can’t give you god.’ 

Grandmother has a shrine and japa meditation beads, and an understanding of spiritual 

philosophy. 

 

Authenticity  

The belief in reincarnation is a background to the daily lives of the community. It features in 

stories and is taken for granted.  

On a day following Nansal’s encounter with Grandmother, she and her sister watch and 

describe animal shapes in the clouds. They talk about a camel, a horse, an eagle, an elephant, 
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a giraffe. It is implied that Nansal may have remembered another lifetime when she told her 

little sister that she had seen a giraffe. 

 

Specific themes 

The fading of an old nomadic way of life in Mongolia, as grazing nomads with yurts move to 

the city and participate in elections. This contrast is also apparent when father brings home a 

battery operated, squeaking, toy pink dog as a poor substitute for Tsohoor. 

Redemption of the life of the dog who was originally a stranger to the family, and the father’s 

acceptance of him, because Tsohoor saved the life of his little son. 

Reincarnation. In the last scene Nansal wonders about the dog’s origins. 

Nansal is stroking the outstretched, resting dog.  

Nansal 

Please play with me. Perhaps you were a very, very lazy person in your 

previous life. 

 

Grandmother has told Nansal that doing good deeds makes it likely that a creature will be 

reborn as a human. Father abandoned Tsohoor and left him tied up in their original 

encampment when the family moved on. Their baby boy, Batbayar, is accidentally left behind 

and he plays with the tethered dog. Batbayar runs off near a pond and is threatened by a flock 

of vultures. The dog barks a warning, frees himself and scares them off, saving the baby from 

drowning and from being eaten by vultures.  

 

Stevenson states that in some cultures, children are discouraged from reporting about their 

past lives. After Nansal’s mother takes her home, she asks if her mother remembers her past 

lives. She doesn’t think so. Nansal’s mother says that children often tell fanciful tales that 

come from their past lives. The mother doesn’t encourage Nansal to speak about past lives.  

 

Reincarnation (Rhinne) 

Director: Takashi Shimizu. Japan. 2005 

 

Synopsis 
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A university professor killed his family, staff, guests and himself in 1970, in the Japanese 

Ono Kanic hotel. This massacre was not a random aberration, but was related to his research 

into the journey of the soul after death.  

 

In 2005, a film is being made of the event at this same location, with a focus on the victims. 

The aim of the director, Matsumua is to ‘lay their vengeful souls to rest.’ 

 

Nagisa Sugiara is cast as an older version of the murderer’s six year old daughter who fled 

around the hotel with her ten year old brother, and who was the last to die.  

 

We find that the actors who are chosen were the victims in their past lives, and we are 

engaged by the mystery of discovering which actor was the murderer. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

Three girls look at a mobile phone app. that purports to reveal the viewer’s past life. One girl 

sees a penguin. Another sees a defeated Samurai. Nagisu Sugiura sees a brooding man.  

 

Another young man looks into a mirror and sees his face change. 

 

A young actress is interviewed by the film makers. She doesn’t like horror films, but she tells 

them that she would like a role where she is killed, because she has known from childhood 

that she was strangled in a previous life.  

 

In her apartment, Nagisu Sugiura sees a vision of a little girl running, and she finds herself 

suddenly outside the Ono Kanic hotel. Her doorbell rings, and this brings her back to the 

apartment. She then sees the eyes and mouths of frightened people. The little girl is the 

professor’s daughter. 

 

Nagisu Sugiura sees the model of the hotel. She remembers the actual hotel and feels that she 

is transported to this location, which has wisps of fog floating around. 

 

Nagisu Sugiura feels that she shouldn’t go to the hotel, She sees it in dreams. She says ‘.….I 

know that girl’s face….her memories are in me.’ Her agent tells her to get a grip. This is a big 
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opportunity. He says that even if she is that girl reborn, she won’t die in the hotel again. This 

suggests to us that Nagisu Sugiura was the little girl. 

 

Nagisu Sugiura has visual flashbacks of the ghosts of the murdered people, especially the 

daughter of the murderer. 

 

Yayoi Kinoshita tells her boyfriend of a recurring dream of a hotel she’d never been to before 

in this lifetime. As a child she used to ask her mother to go to this hotel. 

 

A Lecturer who wants to disprove reincarnation has a theory about how false memories are 

formed. 

Lecturer 

These ‘memories’ are often things you have been told or that you’ve read in a book 

somewhere. They vanish into your consciousness and reappear in a different form. 

 

On set at the hotel, the director instructs actors to take up the positions of the dead, to get a 

feeling for the place. As flash photos are taken, Nagisu Sugiura sees the actual victims, the 

maid on the mezzanine floor, the dead clerk. The hotel of the present becomes the hotel in the 

past for Nagisu Sugiura, and grey tones change to vibrant colour. The courtyard has bonsai 

trees, flowers, and a little pond with a bridge. She follows the blood spots upstairs. The 

brother is bleeding and he drops his red ball.  

Back in the present, the director picks up the bouncing ball. The past is bleeding into the 

present, because the director was the little boy in the past life. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The film is set in Japan, in the city and in the country. The Gunma hotel, which becomes the 

film set, was the location of the massacre, and it jogs Nagisu Sugiura’s memory of past 

events. 

 

Connections 

Nagisu Sugiura’s agent tells her that the script for the film, ‘Memory’, is based on a true 

story.  
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Nagisu Sugiura has a connection with the director, Ikuo Matsumura. Nagisu Sugiura plays 

the role of the professor’s daughter, the last victim to die. For much of the film we suppose 

that Nagisu Sugiura is that child reborn. In reality, she was the murderer. The director was the 

professor’s son in his past life, and he was also murdered. 

 

The director has chosen some actors who were murdered in the massacre in their past lives. 

These actors all have connections with each other and especially with Nagisu.  

 

A grey haired bespectacled woman is the only survivor. She is Mrs Ayumi Omori, the 

professor’s wife, and she is the mother of the two dead children. 

 

Transition 

Death 

Death is everywhere, in the past and in the present. The whole population of the hotel, guests, 

staff, the professor’s family, all died in the past. This was not a random killing, but rather, a 

scientific experiment related to the professor’s study. His wife explains that the professor was 

obsessed with where souls arise and where they go after death, and if memories vanish when 

a soul leaves the body.  

 

In the school library, the doll drops books from a shelf. When Yuka Morita replaces them, 

she sees dead people in the next aisle through the gaps in the shelf. She falls back against the 

shelf and hands reach out for her. They lift her by the neck and she is suspended. Her mobile 

falls to the ground with the caller saying, ‘I’m hanging up.’ By this time Yuka is also 

hanging. 

 

Gender 

Nagisu Sugiura was a male in her past life as the murdering professor. She is now a young 

female actor. Some of the hotel guests have changed gender from one lifetime to the next and 

others have remained the same.  

 

Spirituality 

The director wants the focus of his film to be on the victims, rather than the murderer. He 

aims to ‘lay their vengeful souls to rest.’ 
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A ritual is performed to bless the beginning of filming at the hotel. The cast and crew are 

seated. The producer Koji Yamanaka offers the sacred bough in prayer for the safety and 

success of this production.  

 

Mrs Omori, the only survivor of the massacre, has a shrine to the dead, with photos of the 

murdered guests, the staff and her family.  

 

It is taken for granted that the soul is independent from the body. Also widespread is the 

belief in, and experience of spirits and ghosts.  

 

Karma 

We assumed that Nagisu Sugiura was the innocent little girl in her past life, but she was the 

murderer. In the present, she is haunted and finally driven mad by visions of her past crimes. 

Old Mrs Omori visits her when she is confined to an institution, and throws the bloodstained, 

damaged doll and the red ball towards her. These are symbols of her two dead children. The 

ghost boy catches it. The ghost girl is there, in the cell with Nagisu Sugiura, and the doll 

repeats, as usual, ‘Together forever.’ Nagisu Sugiura becomes frantic, and it seems that she 

may be tormented eternally, but then she smiles. She has lost her mind. This is her 

punishment for all the murders she committed.  

 

Authenticity  

Nagisu Sugiura and her agent accept that reincarnation is real, and consider whether Nagisu 

Sugiura was the little girl in her past life.  

 

Yayoi talks to her friend about her recurring dream of a hotel she’s never been to before. She 

says ‘…my mother was really surprised when I told her about it. …I always used to ask to go 

to the hotel I’d seen in it…’ 

 

We actually see the present day actors morph into their past counterparts as hotel guests, then 

change back to their present identities.  

 

In the library at the high school, Yuka Morita shows the student Yayoi Kinoshita pictures in 

an old newspaper. She explains that in her past life, she was the woman in the photo, who 
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was strangled in 1970. Yuka Morita reveals marks that look like bruising on her neck, to 

Yayoi Kinoshita.  

 

Yuka Morita 

I was born with it. It used to be fainter though. Lately it stands out more…..not good for   an 

actress. 

 

Stevenson believed that birthmarks on a person’s body related to injuries sustained at their 

moment of death in a past life, and Yuka Morita states this belief. (Stevenson, 1997) 

 

Yuka Morita shows Mrs Omori her childhood drawing of the hotel with the girl and the doll 

outside it. Yuka Morita has always seen this hotel in dreams. 

 

After a visitation by the doll and the little girl, Nagisu Sugiura finds the original movie 

camera under her bedclothes. This was the camera that the murderer used to film the deaths 

for his research, so it actually belonged to Nagisu Sugiura in the past. When the professor 

raised his knife to his children he said, ‘May we meet again.’ In the present, the victims from 

the past do meet the murderer again.  

 

The movie camera still contains the original 8mm film, and when this is developed, past 

events are revealed. The murders are documented.    

 

Specific themes 

Revenge of the past victims, and revenge by the survivor, the children’s mother. 

 

Oan Hon 

Victor Vu. USA. Vietnam. 2004 

 

Synopsis 

Oan Hon means ‘Spirits’. Three linked stories are set in Vietnam, in a house where ghosts 

walk among the living. The director, Victor Vu, explains that in Vietnam, spirits appear not 

to scare people, but because they need help. They have unfinished business.  
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This film is lush and visually beautiful, and the story is subtle and haunting. It contains three 

sections.  

 

The Visitor 

Loc is a writer who moves into an abandoned house and falls in love with Hoa. She says ‘Do 

you believe in Karma? Do you think about the bad things you may have done in a past life, 

and how you will pay in this life?’ Hoa is a ghost, and Loc becomes mentally ill and attempts 

suicide to join her. 

 

Only Child 

Loc marries his nurse, Linh, and they move back to the house, which has its own troubling 

presence. Linh previously had many abortions, and she is haunted by the spirit of the child 

who wished to be her daughter. Linh wants a family with Loc, and this soul is finally born, 

damaged and disabled. The child comes out of its catatonic state momentarily to say, ‘You 

should have thrown me in the river like you did all those other times before.’ 

 

The Diviner 

Many years have passed. Lan presents herself to Loc as a psychic who has comes to the 

house to release the spirits of Linh and her daughter. Linh was neglected by Loc in favour of 

his writing. She poisoned her child and hanged herself. Lan is a cynical imposter, milking the 

funds of Linh’s parents. Lan becomes possessed and hangs herself. Loc is already a ghost, 

and has been so throughout the final story. 

 

Characters 

Tran Thanh Loc is the writer. He loves Hoa, who is a ghost. 

Linh is doing a thesis at medical school, based on case studies of people with psychiatric 

problems, as this is not well catered for in Vietnam. She is studying Loc. Later, she becomes 

Loc’s wife. 

Lan pretends to be a psychic. 

Lan’s son, Bao, is a writer with little talent. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 
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Hoa’s spirit tells Loc her story of life in the house with her husband by influencing him to 

make automatic writing on a wall. 

Linh’s child is reincarnated. The child tells her mother that she was reborn. 

 

The Significance of Place 

The country is Vietnam, where ghosts coexist with the living. The abandoned house is a place 

for lost souls in need of shelter.  

 

Connections 

Loc is the connecting link between the three stories. 

Only Child 

Linh’s child attempts to be reborn to Linh repeatedly, before she is finally born disabled.  

The Diviner 

Lan implores Linh to contact her. Lan is sitting at the table of offering that she has prepared. 

The lights flicker and the vertical bamboo blinds in the doorway rattle together. Linh, the 

ghost with pale blue eyes, sings a lullaby. The connection between Lan and Linh is so strong 

that Lan repeats the events of Linh’s suicide, and dies herself. 

 

Transition 

Death  

Only Child 

The soul of Linh’s child is repeatedly conceived and then aborted. 

The Diviner 

Bao acknowledges that his mother, Lan, is a fake. Loc responds. 

Loc 

I’m not the one paying her. We all have to make a living. Some talk to the dead. Others write 

about the dead……the other side exists….writers’ stories live on. How much would you pay 

for immortality?..….Everything I write about (ghost stories) is present all around us. 

 

Bao ridicules him privately, but we find later that Loc speaks from experience. He has 

experienced death and has become a ghost himself. 

 

Gender 

When Loc and Hoa becomes ghosts, they are still male and female respectively. It is unclear 
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whether the girl who became Linh’s daughter was female in previous lives. 

 

Spirituality and Spirits 

The Visitor 

A traditional Vietnamese belief is that the spirits of the dead exist among the living. The 

breathing we hear in the film is the sound of a ghost. 

 

Hoa is a ghost who invites Loc to live in one of the rooms of the house. She tells Loc that she 

sells handmade crafts at the market, but Loc dreams of a woman buried in the garden. Hoa is 

actually a skeleton in the woodpile. 

 

The ghost Hoa is aware of her past life. She communicates with Loc through writing which 

appears on the wall. Her father sold off Hoa to be a wealthy man’s second wife. She was a 

slave to her husband in this house. She is troubled, and says that some scars never heal, even 

beyond the grave. 

 

We see Hoa’s father lighting incense at a household shrine for Hoa. In her photo she looks 

different, with a thicker nose and lips. The narrator acknowledges that she has been deceitful 

in appearing in the form of the girl that Loc always wanted, but makes no apologies. She says 

she is unshackled, free to move on to a better place. 

 

Only Child 

Linh and Loc are married in a Buddhist wedding ceremony. The bride, Linh, is in red. Loc is 

in a suit. They bow to the ancestors. There is music with a drumbeat. 

 

After Loc has gone, Linh is sleeping alone. Her bedclothes are pulled off and the ghost child 

is hiding under them. There is the sound of rain. Linh looks out of the window but doesn't see 

the child, who looks about seven, dressed in white, with her long black hair over her face. 

The lighting illuminates her. 

 

The Diviner 

The diviner, a man dressed in white, speaks to Linh. 

Linh 

My child, a spirit follows you. I am not mistaken. This is a very angry spirit. 
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In the evening, the diviner is dressed in black, with a red belt. He has a red candle. The 

diviner burns a money offering, and he burns a doll with a child’s face. Linh sees the child 

with her back to her in the corner of the yellow room. The child turns. Instead of eyes she has 

black sockets. The diviner says that the spirit has been expelled from the house but Loc 

doubts this.  

 

Karma 

The Visitor 

Hoa brings food. They sit outside, resting on the ground, on brick paving. Hoa is lonely, but 

afraid of being physically hurt. She is troubled, and cries. 

 

Hoa 

Do you believe in Karma? Do you think about the bad things you may have done in a past 

life, and how you will pay in this life? 

 

Hoa’s father explains to Loc about his family shame. His bad deeds towards Hoa caused him 

to lose her forever. 

Hoa’s father 

Many years ago, I gambled away the family fortune. The owner of this house was a wealthy 

man who paid off my debts if I gave Hoa as his second wife. 

Loc 

Did he hurt her? 

Hoa’s father 

Quite possibly. He loved only money, and money bought him everything he wanted. 

 

Only Child 

When in hospital, Loc appears to be constantly reliving the events experienced in ‘The 

Visitor’ story. Linh, as Loc’s nurse, muses on the nature of Karma in relation to Loc and Hoa, 

after Loc tried to commit suicide so that he could be with Hoa forever. His mother rescued 

him. 

Linh 

They say good people will always be rewarded and evil people punished. 
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After he marries Linh, Loc and his mother discuss the problem of Linh’s infertility. In reality, 

Linh has been pregnant many times, and has aborted the children. It is her destiny to have a 

disabled child because of her disregard for the soul that kept attempting to be born to her. 

 

Loc’s mother brings in a diviner. He wears a white shirt, with beaded malas, and his white 

hair is tied back. As Loc’s mother has always suspected, the house is haunted. 

Diviner 

The house is a desirable haven for all sorts of wandering souls. 

 

The diviner talks privately to Linh.  

Diviner 

A spirit follows you…...very angry….. 

You’ve been pregnant before…...it’s the spirit of a child…..just wants you to acknowledge it. 

Linh 

I want to get rid of it. 

 

To exorcise the spirit of the little girl, the diviner dresses in black with a red headband and 

sash. There is much incense, red candles, and fervent praying. He makes an offering of a 

chicken, burns a little figurine, and burns diagrams. 

 

In a corner of the room, a little girl paws the walls, then turns. Loc arrives home as Linh is 

banging on the yellow walls, trying to kill the now invisible child. Smoke rises, the diviner 

mumbles, and Linh passes out. The diviner pronounces that the spirit has been expelled from 

the house. 

Loc 

I don’t think it’s that simple. 

Diviner to Linh 

Your Karma is within and only you can undo it. 

 

Linh’s child is born disabled, destined to be dependent on Linh for its whole life. 

 

Linh 
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That Spring I gave birth to a baby girl, but sadly, she could not walk on her own…...or smile, 

or speak a single word.…... As she got older…...worse….I had to care for her night and day, 

but seeing my baby suffer was the worst pain. 

 

The Diviner  

Lan explains why she has come to the house.  

Lan 

After Linh passed away, Mr and Mrs Phu hired me for a spiritual reading. They were 

regretful after the death of their daughter. 

 

Lan wants to help Linh’s spirit find peace, but finds that the Feng Shui in the house is not 

good. She does an analysis and says that there are unseen forces at play. 

 

Authenticity  

The Visitor 

Hoa’s father verifies the details of Hoa’s life. 

 

Hoa appears to Loc to reveal the facts of her murder: 

Loc turns and Hoa is in doorway, dressed in white, with a lamp, hair over face, ghost like. 

Loc follows, in a trance. Hoa is sobbing. Loc walks through an abandoned open wooden 

structure with vines. We see the silhouette of Hoa being beaten and killed.  

 

Hoa 

He buried me in the woods, then packed and moved away with his first wife…. 

.......Since then my spirit has been condemned to this place. 

 

Loc removes logs from the wood pile and finds a foul-smelling corpse. He cries for Hoa. 

 

Only Child 

In a rare moment of lucidity, Linh’s child verifies that she remembers being conceived by 

Linh many times, and that Linh repeatedly aborted her and disposed of her body. 

 

Linh’s Child 
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You should have thrown me in the river like you did all those other times before. Don’t you 

remember mommy? Now you’re stuck with me. 

The Diviner 

Lan is a charlatan. She pretends to be able to see ghosts and to exorcise them. She sets up a 

table for the ritual, with a photo, fruit, flowers, and candles. She photographs this for proof 

but doesn't actually do the ritual.  

 

Lan lies down to sleep but hears a chair being dragged into place. It is the ghost Linh moving 

the chair to hang herself. When she goes outside, Lan has no glasses, so we see in a fuzzy 

way, from Lan’s point of view. She sees Linh, dressed in white, dragging the chair. 

 

Lan has never had the ability to see 'the other side' and yet she sees this ghost. 

 

Loc explains to Bao about the authenticity of the world of spirits. Loc speaks from 

experience, because he is dead and is a ghost himself. 

  

Lan lays out tea, bananas, grapes, red candles, and incense. In front of these offerings, Lan 

calls Linh. Lights flicker as signs that the ghost Linh is present. Lan gets a noose mark on her 

neck, a momentary bruise indicating how Linh died. 

 

Lan goes outside with a torch. We hear a very soft lullaby. Linh is singing. She is a ghost, 

rocking a ghost child. Her face is white, with tiny pupils, and pale blue irises. 

 

Lan talks to Loc 

I was told Linh and the girl died of a terrible disease…...their spirits are still trapped in the 

house. 

 

Because of her vision, Lan understands that Linh actually committed suicide, and Lan now 

sincerely wants to help. However, her link with Linh becomes a catalyst for Lan’s own 

suicide.   

 

Specific themes 

The dead are among us and can communicate with the living. A ghost can harm the living. 

An exorcism can remove souls from their stuck situation. 
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Karma is a real and inescapable force, and souls will pay for the bad deeds performed in past 

lives. 

Traumas and unfinished business can prevent the soul from naturally progressing to its next 

life, so that it has to stay on earth as a disembodied ghost. 

A ghost can take different forms as it chooses. Hoa appears as Loc’s dream girl. 

Trained people like the diviner can communicate with souls in the spirit world. 

Vibrations in a location can cause the past can repeat itself. Lan hung herself following the 

hanging of Linh. 

 

Om Shanti Om  

Director Farah Khan. India. 2007 

 

Synopsis 

It is 1977 in India, and Om Prakash is a minor actor who admires the famous actor, Rajesh 

Kapoor. Om Prakash is inspired by Shanti, a well-known actress playing ‘Dreamy Girl,’ and 

they befriend each other after he rescues her from a fire on set. Shanti is secretly married to 

her producer, Mukesh Mehra, who murders her. Om Prakash dies trying to save her. 

 

Because of his admiration for Rajesh Kapoor, Om Prakash is immediately reborn as his son, 

Om Kapoor, nicknamed OK. He becomes famous, and is reunited with his past mother, Bela, 

who is still living and who recognises him.  

 

Om Kapoor visits a film location which is the old studio from his past, and he remembers 

Shanti and her murder. Mukesh has spent the past 25 years in Hollywood, but returns to 

direct Om Kapoor. Om Kapoor haunts Mukesh by dressing his friend Sandy as Shanti. The 

ghost of Shanti intervenes and Mukesh is killed by a chandelier falling in the same spot 

where he buried Shanti alive. 

 

There is a mix of comedy and tragedy throughout the film. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 
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Om Prakash’s mother, Bela Makhija, recognises Om Kapoor from his past life which is still 

her present life. 

 

Om Kapoor experiences déjà vu, and sees visions. 

 

At the burnt out movie set, Om Kapoor remembers the location of various rooms. He has a 

vision of Shanti burning, and of overhearing a conversation by Shanti and her husband, 

Mahesh. 

 

Shanti’s ghost appears to Om Kapoor, and reveals that her husband Mahesh buried her under 

the chandelier. 

 

At the old movie set, Om Kapoor hears voices from his past life. He is attracted to a 

particular building and he stands in front of the broken glass where, in another lifetime, he 

threw a rock to break in, in an attempt to rescue the burning Shanti. He has a vision of her 

screaming to him. His assistant calls him away to play a Superman-type character who flies 

to the rescue. Rain stops the shoot and Om Kapoor ends up sheltering in the old hotel. He 

opens the door marked Shantipriya and sees a vision of Shanti there, in monotone colours.  

 

This is like a replay of actual past events. Om Kapoor sees Mukesh remonstrating with 

Shanti. Om Kapoor is in colour. The other characters are faded, in muted browns and greens. 

Om Kapoor looks up and sees himself as Om Prakash, looking through the grate at the scene. 

When Om Kapoor is interrupted by an assistant bringing coffee, he looks back to see that the 

vision has faded. The room now has cobwebs and all the colour has returned. 

 

At the film awards, Om Kapoor is nominated in two similar films, and he wins. As he walks 

to the stage he has a flashback, remembering his past life role-play with Pappu, when he 

pretended to get an award. Om Kapoor hears his past voice and says what it says:  

 

Om Kapoor 

……….. They say that if you want anything with all your heart, then the entire universe will 

help you get it!….. 

 

At this point he appears to be Om Prakash holding a bottle instead of the award.  
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Om Kapoor as Om Prakash 

…….happy endings. 

 

Om Prakash’s friend Pappu has been watching this on TV at home. Pappu recognises the 

speech as one that Om Prakash’s gave to him in their youth, and identifies Om Kapoor by 

speaking his name. 

 

At a celebration, Om Kapoor’s past life memories come flooding back when he encounters 

Mukesh for the first time. 

 

The Significance of Place 

When Om Kapoor goes to the burnt-out movie set, he remembers the location of the makeup 

room, as well as other events from his past life. He has a vision of Shanti trapped behind the 

door of the building where he stands. He is shocked when he touches the broken glass and 

suddenly sees her face. He remembers the past, when Shanti declared that she was pregnant, 

having been secretly married for two years to the producer. As a pregnant wife, she would 

have had no interest for her fans. Her ghost later reveals that her husband buried her alive 

under the chandelier when he returned after the fire had burnt out. 

 

When a dance sequence under a unicorn statue is rained out, Om Kapoor explores the hotel 

building. Om Kapoor opens a door marked ‘Shantipriya’ and sees a replay of Shanti and 

Mukesh’s argument about making their marriage public.  

 

Connections 

Om Prakash and Shanti, his friend and inspiration. He loves her from a distance. 

Om Kapoor and Sandy, but only in the later lifetime. 

Om Prakash and his mother, Bela. Om Kapoor and Bela, who is still living. 

Om Prakash and his friend Pappu. Om Kapoor and Pappu. 

Mahesh, also known as Mike, with Om Prakash and Om Kapoor. 

Om Prakash with Raj Kapoor as his idol. Raj kills Om Prakash in a car accident. 

Om Kapoor with his father, Raj Kapoor. 

In the past life, Mahesh/Mike and Shanti, his wife, whom he murders. Shanti appears as a 

ghost in the present.  
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When Om Kapoor is 30 years old, the son of Raj Kapoor, he is a well known actor. Bela, his 

original mother, keeps turning up on film sets because she recognises him as her only son. 

When Om Kapoor finally realises who she is, he acknowledges their relationship, and the 

relationship with his past life friend, 60 year old Pappu. The three become involved with 

filming the original screenplay of ‘Om Shanti Om.’ 

 

Om Kapoor’s new family holds auditions, and they decide on Sandy for the main role. She is 

an actress who looks remarkably like Shanti. However, with her modern attitudes, her 

distractedness, and her bubble gum popping habits, she is obviously not Shanti reborn.  

 

Transition 

Om Prakash is dressed as a cowboy and he wrestles a stuffed tiger. He tells Shanti that the 

story in the comedy film involves twins who are reborn and die again.  

 

When Shanti announces her pregnancy to her husband Mukesh, he arranges for the original 

movie set to burn down, with Shanti in it. He has fuel spread on the floor. He throws down 

his lighter and flames arise. A circle of fire surrounds the room and Shanti is trapped. Mukesh 

smokes and watches outside the window, but Om Prakash sees. 

 

As soon as Mukesh drives off, Om Prakash tries to open the door. He gets a rock to throw but 

Mukesh’s henchmen arrive. He nearly dies as Shanti watches.  After they drive off, Om 

Prakash rushes into the flames. He and Shanti call to each other, and reach out to each other. 

There is an explosion. Shanti dies, and Om Prakash is thrown out, only to be hit by Rajesh 

Kapoor’s car. At the hospital he can’t be revived. 

 

Suddenly we are in another part of the hospital, where Rajesh Kapoor’s baby has just been 

delivered. This baby boy is Om Prakash, reborn immediately. The doctor tells Rajesh Kapoor 

that the man he hit has died, but that he was already very injured before being hit, so Rajesh 

Kapoor is absolved of responsibility for his death. 

 

Gender 

Om Prakash is male, and is reborn as the male Om Kapoor, or OK. 
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Spirituality 

Even the B grade movie in which Om Prakash features has its main theme as reincarnation.  

 

Om Prakash talks regularly to a poster of Shanti that he can see from the bridge, which is 

many times life size. Shanti is his inspiration. She is a superstar, starring in the film ‘Dreamy 

Girl.’ Om calls himself a ‘junior artiste.’ Om’s mother blesses him by tying around his wrist a 

sacred thread blessed by a sage. The purpose of the blessing is so that he can meet Shanti.  

 

A quote repeated especially by Om’s mother, is that if you want something enough, the 

universe will support you to get it. Om Prakash gets his wish to be a great star and a star’s 

son in his second life. At one point we see Om Kapoor rise from his bed and before his feet 

touch the floor, there are slippers placed under them. On his way outside, a servant gives him 

a glass of juice. These events are the fulfilment of his desires in the past life as Om Prakash.  

 

Karma 

A shopkeeper makes reference to Karma and reincarnation in his questions to the 

unsuccessful Om Prakash, asking if Om Prakash will clear his debt in this life or the next. 

 

The producer, Mahesh, kills his wife Shanti by burning the set. Om Prakash tries to save her 

but is run over by a car, after having been thrown from the building by an explosion, and after 

many attempts to save Shanti from the fire. The driver of the car is the great actor, Raj 

Kapoor, whose wife Lovely, gives birth that night in the same hospital where Om dies.  

Because of his hero worship and love for Raj Kapoor, and perhaps because of his good deeds 

in trying to save Shanti’s life, Om Prakash is immediately reborn as Raj Kapoor’s son. Raj, 

the injured Om Prakash and Lovely are simultaneously at the same hospital, and then Om 

Kapoor is born. 

 

Om Kapoor wants to take an active part in Karmic retribution towards Mukesh, who seems to 

have had no punishment so far. He vows to make Mukesh Mehra pay for his sins. Om 

Kapoor wants justice for Shanti. He believes that God is assisting him. 

 

Om Kapoor 

Mukesh thinks he's got away with murder, but this is divine intervention which made me go 

back to the same studio, made me recognise myself, made me meet mother, you… All this is 
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not just a coincidence, no. This story is being written by someone up there…… 

 

Mukesh scoffs at those who believe in reincarnation and rebirth in the modern age. 

This is ironic because he is speaking to Om, who has been reincarnated, and who Mukesh has 

known in both lifetimes. 

 

Mukesh is finally killed by Shanti’s restless ghost, who brings a chandelier down on him, the 

second time fatally. Shanti also sets a large photo of herself alight. Finally, she tearfully bids 

farewell to Om Kapoor. She absolves Om Kapoor of any guilt for shooting Mukesh in the leg 

by saying that Mukesh was destined to die.  

 

Authenticity  

Om Prakash and Om Kapoor resemble each other physically.  

 

Shanti gives Om Prakash a snow dome with a couple dancing inside it, and they sing and 

dance, using the sets which are abandoned for the night. Om Prakash falls in love with 

Shanti.  Later, when Om Prakash hears Mukesh declare publicly that he and Shanti are going 

to marry, he throws the snow dome in the water on the movie set. In his next life, at the old 

movie set, Om Kapoor finds the snow dome he threw in the water 30 years ago, broken and 

dirty, with the couple in evening dress inside.  

 

Om Prakash tells Pappu how he desires to become a star, to get an award, to live in Raj 

Kapoor's house, to have imported cars. He wants to have a luxurious bedroom with a round 

bed and a smooth marble floor. There will be slippers and a silk dressing gown ready with 

two servants. A third servant will serve fresh juice. As Om Kapoor he has all these desires 

fulfilled. 

 

Straight after the scene in the hospital, we see Om Kapoor at the age of thirty. Om Kapoor 

has a photo of him as a newborn, with his parents. When he waves to crowds of fans, we see 

that his wrist tattoo is now a birthmark that looks like a scar in the shape of an Om. Ian 

Stevenson, the most prominent twentieth century reincarnation researcher, writes about 

birthmarks as physical marks from the past life body. (Stevenson, 1997) 

 

Om Kapoor is filming the ‘Pain of Disco’ song. Towards the end there are effects with flames 
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and he collapses. He has a phobia of fire because of his past life experience of Shanti’s death 

by fire. 

 

On his way to his car, he has his first encounter with his past life mother. His mother and 

friend, Pappu, from his past life, recognise him in the present. Om Kapoor returns to Bela’s 

bungalow and she immediately recognises him, and asks what took him so long to return. 

 

Later, when meeting with Mukesh, the waiter brings a burning candle and Om Kapoor 

flinches and states that he is scared of fire. 

 

At the opening performance of the new movie, Om Kapoor sings the whole story, thinly 

veiled, of Mukesh and Shanti. Sandy, dressed as Shanti, appears and disappears to Mukesh up 

in the gallery, and wears a mask on the dance floor. The fire is recreated. Dolly pounds on the 

glass panel in the door while a Mukesh lookalike strides away.  

 

Om Kapoor’s Song 

……The story goes that someone saw the murderer’s face and he is back today.… This circle 

of life, death, and Karma is well known…. 

 

After Mukesh is knocked down with a chandelier by the ghost of Shanti, Om Kapoor tells 

Mukesh the whole story of his past life, and how he died on the same night as Shanti. Shanti 

appears before them and reveals that she was buried alive under the chandelier, and that they 

will find her body there. 

 

Specific themes 

The fantasy of the movie world mirrors the fantastic reality of reincarnation.  

 

There is a divine will or some guiding principle that causes people to be reborn and to meet 

again, and causes Karma.  

A person can be reborn in a higher position, using their past skills, to further their career.  Om 

Kapoor demonstrates this continuity in his acting skills. 

 

Every so often a character – particularly Om Prakash, Om Kapoor or Bela– will say ‘The film 

is not yet over.’ When lifetimes go on and on, nothing is ever over. 
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The Reincarnation of Golden Lotus 

Director: Clara Law. Hong Kong. 1990 

 

Synopsis 

Golden Lotus Pan was a concubine in Ancient China, and she is reborn during the cultural 

revolution with a hidden wish for revenge. She trains as a ballet dancer, but grows too tall. 

She is raped by her principal, a Red Army official. Golden Lotus works in a factory with the 

kind Wu Long and becomes fond of him. She has visions of feudal times.  

 

Later, in reduced circumstances, she sells papaya on the street. The friendly, extremely short 

baker, Wu Dai, rescues and marries her. Although he is wealthy and generous, he is sexually 

unexciting. Golden Lotus pursues the reluctant Wu Long, who is now Wu Dai’s driver. She is 

unfaithful with Simon Sui, a fast living photographer. Somehow her old personality 

overcomes her and directs her actions. 

 

Golden Lotus has opportunities for happiness, but the inner desire for revenge against the 

men who harmed her in her past life has terrible consequences. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

When Golden Lotus is between lifetimes, consulting with the wise woman, she has a 

flashback remembering three men from her previous life, and then her murder.  

 

When she is little, perhaps 8 years old, Golden Lotus has bandaged feet inside her ballet 

shoes. They remind her of her past life bound feet. She sings an old song: 

 

My bound feet wrapped in silk stockings 

the red clouds heightened my longing 

a wrong match indeed when a swan is wed to a crow 

 

This song describes her past, and foreshadows her future. Golden Lotus is criticised by 
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another girl for singing a counter-revolutionary song. Books are burned, including one that 

she was interested in, about Golden Lotus Pan.  

 

As a teenager, Golden Lotus meets with her headmaster. He says that Golden Lotus is an 

orphan from a good working-class family, but she is too beautiful and too tall. He has his 

hands on her shoulders. Golden Lotus has a flashback to her past life. The headmaster is her 

master and he rapes her in the kitchen. She was in apricot robes. The same thing happens in 

the present and she is in white, virginal. 

 

Golden Lotus is banished to a factory, where a friend, Wu Long, helps her and helps others. 

She remembers him smiling in her past life. She watches Wu Long with love as he plays 

basketball. Those watching the game attack her for giving Wu Long a present. Golden Lotus 

feels wounded when Wu Long slaps her, even though he does this so that the mob around 

will not punish her further.  

 

Years later, at Golden Lotus’ wedding party, there is a dragon, with drums and firecrackers. 

The noise prompts her past life memory of the beautiful boy Wu Song, of a tiger carried on 

poles, and of the sound of gongs. When the dragon’s mask is removed, it is actually Wu 

Long. 

 

Golden Lotus tells her husband, Wu Dai, that she keeps having visions of people in feudal 

clothing. He responds that his grandmother also sees feudal people, and even talks to them in 

her antiquated family home. This could explain why great grandmother has knowledge of 

Golden Lotus’ past life, and why she describes Golden Lotus as a vixen, says that she is too 

pretty, and tells her to go home, away from their family.  

 

At the amusement park, Golden Lotus is still attracted to Wu Long. She has a flashback to a 

dinner in the past life. Wu Long is her brother in law, drinking wine in Wu Da’s home, 

thinking that his brother invited him. He was actually invited by Golden Lotus Pan, who 

desired him.  

 

When Golden Lotus touches Wu Long, thunder claps and the lanterns flare. As they drive 

home, Wu Long hits a black cat, and blood smears the windscreen. This is a bad omen.  
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On another occasion, Golden Lotus kisses Wu Long while he is driving. She has a flashback 

of him refusing to betray his brother. Wu Long stops the car and they kiss, but then he runs, 

because he has a sense of honour.  

 

Golden Lotus has other flashbacks. The presence of Simon Sui makes her remember him in a 

garden with grape vines, when he was Tat Tat. His friend, who gets Golden Lotus a drink, 

provokes a flashback to a girl with a severed head. In the present, she and Simon Sui make 

love with abandon, although this is out of character with the actions of the present day 

Golden Lotus. She is swayed by her past life memories. 

 

At a temple, Golden Lotus meets a fortune teller, who seems familiar to her. The woman tells 

her to repent her infidelity, because Golden Lotus’ incarnations are linked, and her fate may 

once again be tragic. Golden Lotus walks away, but turns back and sees only a wire fence 

where the red walls and the woman were just a moment ago. The woman was a visitor from 

another world, the wise woman that Golden Lotus met just before her present incarnation, 

come to give Golden Lotus advice. 

 

In a taxi in a tunnel, Golden Lotus sees a vision of herself in robes, standing by the road. At 

Simon Sui’s model shoot, she is persuaded to dress in this way. She has another flashback of 

Simon Sui in pale blue, wearing a topknot and drinking wine from her slipper. Following this, 

she sees Simon as Tat Tat falling past her window. 

 

Golden Lotus sees a vision of the fight between her brother in law and her lover. At the same 

time, Wu Long and Simon Sui are fighting in the present. She sees Wu Long throwing Tat 

Tat from a window, then killing Golden Lotus Pan with a sword in front of a white altar 

spattered with blood. In the present, Golden Lotus escapes. 

 

The Significance of Place 

 Wu Dai’s family home may be the same house owned in his previous incarnation as Wu Da. 

 

Connections 

Golden Lotus waits for her husband in the bridal chamber. When Wu Dai comes in she says 

that she feels as though they have met before. Wu Dai was her husband in feudal times. After 

a few seconds of sex, the amiable Wu Dai falls asleep. Golden Lotus is awake. She looks into 



 150 

the mirror and sees her past life self, puts her feet into tiny shoes, and glides to window. 

There a spider is making a web. The spider resembles her destiny, weaving threads to entrap 

her, as her present life begins to resemble her past life. 

Although Wu Dai is a generous and thoughtful husband, Golden Lotus pursues Wu Long, 

calling him ‘brother in law,’ in reference to their shared past life.  

 

Present Feudal times Past life events 

Golden Lotus 

 

Golden Lotus Pan is 

married to Wu Da 

Golden Lotus Pan is 

unfaithful to Wu Da 

Wu Dai, her husband, a 

baker 

 

Wu Da Wu Dai is murdered by 

Golden Lotus Pan 

Wu Long, her beloved, 

now a chauffeur 

 

Wu Dai’s brother in law, 

Wu Song, an honourable 

man 

Wu Song avenges Golden 

Lotus Pan’s infidelity. He 

throws Tat Tat out of a 

window, then kills Golden 

Lotus Pan with a sword  

Simon Sui, her debauched 

lover, a designer and 

photographer 

Tat Tat, Golden Lotus 

Pan’s lover 

Tat Tat knifes Wu Song 

Fortune teller The wise woman from 

between lifetimes 

 

Headmaster Master The headmaster rapes her 

in her youth, in both 

lifetimes 

Wu Dai’s great 

grandmother 

Unknown, but grandmother 

talks to ghosts that she sees 

around her who are dressed 

in feudal clothes 

The Grandmother 

somehow remembers 

Golden Lotus from their 

past life  

 

Transition 

Golden Lotus moves from her limbo like existence into the present life, receding down a 

vortex towards the light.  
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Death 

In the past, Golden Lotus recalls dying by a sword wielded by Wu Song.  

Wu Da is poisoned by Golden Lotus Pan. 

Tat Tat is killed by Wu Song. 

 

In the present, Golden Lotus suicides after having lost Wu Long. 

Wu Dai is poisoned by taking too many pills from Simon Sui, but lives. 

Simon Sui is killed by Wu Long. 

 

Gender 

The main characters, Golden Lotus, Wu Dai, Wu Long, Simon Sui, the headmaster, have the 

same gender as in their past lives.  

 

Spirituality 

We see Golden Lotus between her lifetimes. She holds her disembodied head with its long 

hair, hanging like a handbag, and shuffles along on bound feet with tiny red slippers. A wise 

woman offers her a drink to make her forget the love and hatred of her previous lives. The 

drink is sour and bitter, like those lifetimes. Golden Lotus declines, and states that she wants 

revenge. She chooses to remember the past. 

 

Karma 

Somehow events conspire to bring the past life protagonists together again. Wu Long works 

as a chauffeur for Wu Dai, as they are friends from the same village. This means that Golden 

Lotus sees the reborn man that she desired so fiercely in her past life, on a daily basis.  

 

At the amusement park, Golden Lotus tells Wu Long that fate has brought them together 

again. 

 

Wu Long killed Golden Lotus Pan in the past life. In the present, the car which is being 

driven by Golden Lotus smashes, and Wu Long dies. The pages of the Golden Lotus novel 

blow leaf by leaf, scatter on the windscreen, and cover his face. We hear the voice of Golden 

Lotus when she is between lifetimes. 

Golden Lotus 
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I want revenge! 

 

This is no longer her desire, and she removes her hands from the windscreen to hold Wu 

Long. Their car crashes, then it explodes in flames.  

 

Authenticity  

At the first party, Simon Sui refers to Golden Lotus’ small feet, as if he knows that in the past 

life, Golden Lotus Pan’s feet were bound. 

 

At Simon Sui’s model shoot, Wu Long threatens that if Golden Lotus betrays his brother 

again, he will kill her. He is referring to their shared past life, which he remembers, in which 

he was her brother in law.  

 

The Story of Golden Lotus, the novel, has similar events as those in Golden Lotus’ present 

life. 

Wu Dai explains 

It’s about a flirtatious lady who marries a really short man. The short guy’s brother is well 

built…Its so sexually explicit I can’t comprehend it. 

 

As Golden Lotus reads the novel by lamplight, sees a re-enactment of her past life. She is 

sold to a character resembling the headmaster, who rapes her. She has nothing, so marries Wu 

Da, who in this lifetime is Wu Dai. In the story Wu Song killed a tiger, and he was an 

honoured and honourable man. Golden Lotus Pan flirted under the grapevines with Tat Tat. 

In this lifetime, these characters are Wu Long and Simon Sui. 

In the story, Golden Lotus Pan poisons her husband, but in the present, Wu Dai is made very 

ill by Simon Sui’s aphrodisiac, but he does not die. However, she is accused by Wu Long. 

Great grandmother, who has her own past life memories of Golden Lotus, calls her a 

murderer.  

 

Specific themes 

Revenge can have terrible consequences. 

Destiny can be unavoidable, though not everything is predestined. In the present lifetime, 

Golden Lotus’ husband lived. If Wu Long had not killed Simon Sui, then been hit by a car, it 

is possible that he and Golden Lotus could have been together. 
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Soulmates exist, like Golden Lotus and Wu Long 

Psychic abilities exist. Wu Dai’s great grandmother can see Golden Lotus’ past and the future 

 

Images 

We see the foreground to background triangle which also occurs in other reincarnation films. 

Golden Lotus and Wu Long are driving in a wide shot to a point in the distance, to meet their 

deaths. 

 

Eternity  

Director: Mark A. Reyes. Philippines. 2009 

 

Synopsis 

This film is set in contemporary Manila, and also in the time of Spanish colonisation, 1897. 

The modern couple are Cholo and Meagan, who in the past were the star-crossed lovers 

Crisanto and Milagros.  

 

There are subtle karmic debts from the past to be repaid. At one point, a decision in the 

present alters a crucial event of the past. A century old music box holds the key to 

understanding. This is an interesting film, but less cutting back and forth in time would have 

improved the flow of the story. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

From the first moment, there is a juxtaposition of characters, in 2006 in Manila and in 1897 

during colonisation by Spain. We the audience, have the overview. There is no suspense here. 

 

Objects can hold the key to remembering. In a church that is now a museum, Meagan is 

attracted by the mantilla, the pendant, and the dress of a mannequin. The lace mantilla held 

significance for Meagan. In the past, she and her female relatives used to wear these. Narcisa 

put a black mantilla over Crisanto’s corpse in Milagros’ presence. Although not consciously 

remembering, Meagan is drawn to her clothes from the past. 
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A psychic person can be a channel for recalling memories of the past. In this case, the 

psychic Paxidies was Narcisa in the past, so she also had shared past life memories. Meagan 

tells Paxidies that she feels Milagros is living through Meagan herself.  

 

The Significance of Place 

The museum was once the church where Meagan, then Milagros, worshipped, so it was 

significant for that reason. It is a prompt for her to remember. We, the audience, know more 

than the characters. The church is where Milagros first flirted with Cristanto. 

 

Cholo and Meagan go to a museum which was once a prison. Cholo is troubled and feels that 

he has been there before. He wonders if this is déjà vu. 

There is thunder and bright lightning and it is revealed that Cristanto was in prison here. We 

see Lilay, Milagros’ girlfriend, bring him a message from Milgros. 

 

Connections 

Present, Manilla 2006 Past, Spanish colonization 1897 

Cholo Verdito Crisanto 

Meagan Milagros 

Meagan’s grandfather, an antique dealer Captain Fernando de Joya, Milagros’ 

unwanted suitor  

Paxides Orquenco, a psychic  Narcisa, Crisanto’s mother, a witch 

Pablo Aguate is Meagan’s dead father  

Joaquin Verdito is Cholo’s father  

 

When a car stops abruptly to avoid running over a group of rain drenched girls, Cholo gets 

out. Immediately he and Meagan lock eyes. They feel the connection from their past lives 

when they were star crossed lovers. 

 

In the garden by a high wall, Cristanto gives Milagros a music box as a love token. This gift 

will forge connections between their two lifetimes, past and present.  

 

In the park, near a beautiful tiered fountain, Cholo and Meagan agree that they feel at ease 
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with each other. At this point, Meagan asks Cholo if he believes in reincarnation.  

 

Transition 

Death 

Cristanto is shot, then stabbed by the captain, as he crawls across the hay in the barn to the 

traumatised Milagros. She has been nearly raped by the captain. Crisanto’s fingers touch her, 

and she silently howls over his body. At the same time, his mother, the witch Narcisa, is 

divining with a chicken. The candle blows out and she knows that her son is dead. 

 

We see them die in a different way when the karma is undone. Meagan comes close to 

making another transition, into death, after being shot by her grandfather, who was aiming at 

Cholo.  

 

Gender 

Cholo, Meagan, Meagan’s grandfather, and the psychic Paxides Orquenco, have the same 

gender as in their past lives.  

 

Spirituality 

The psychic woman in a café has violent visions in black and white. She follows Megan and 

Cholo and advises them. 

Psychic 

Break the curse to end what should have happened years ago…..you two must finish it. 

 

Although their religion is Catholic, and reincarnation is not a teaching of Catholicism, 

Crisanto and Milagros vow to be together and to love each other forever. 

 

Cristanto swears, in church with Milagros 

Even death cannot end our love. 

 

Milagros 

… I will go through a thousand lifetimes, just to be with you in eternity. 

 

Magic 

The shot and stabbed Cristano is dragged to his mother. She places her black lace mantilla 
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over him. She curses Milagros for causing the death of her son. 

 

Narcisa 

Your soul will not rest until you pay with your own life the life you took away from my son. I 

swear in front of Cristiano's corpse you will die again and again to pay for all the miseries 

you've caused him…  

Karma 

Meagan explains to Cholo that her father was falsely accused of stealing millions at work. He 

died after only a week in jail, when Meagan was young. Cholo sympathises, not knowing that 

the accuser is his father.   

Cholo 

.…..The day will come when karma catches up with person who incriminated him. 

 

There are Karmic debts which are subtle and not easily understood. Meagan paid off a debt 

by being killed instead of Cholo. This was related to a curse that Narcisa put on Milagros, 

feeling that she was responsible for Narcisa’s son’s death. Although the Captain was the man 

responsible, the curse still affected Meagan. The Captain had his own sorrows in the present, 

as it was his son who was wrongfully accused, imprisoned and who died soon after. Meagan 

talks about the bad karma of Joaquin, who imprisoned her father, but so far, Joaquin had no 

problems and was living an affluent and successful life. Cristanto killed a priest in the past, 

but is not affected in the present so is more culpable than Milagros. The men seem to be more 

prized than the women, less blamed, and on the face of it, seem to be less punished for their 

past deeds. 

 

When Cholo comes to collect Meagan, her grandfather points a rifle at him. In a cut to the 

past, we see the captain with the rifle. We realise that the Captain and the grandfather are the 

same person.  

 

Milagros remembers Narcisa’s curse, which was to pay with her own life the life she took 

from her son. Meagan places herself in front of Cholo and takes the bullet. 

 

We see the events in the past as if they are being undone, going backwards. The karma is 

reversing, and revised. The captain points and Milagros gets in the way of Cristanto. She 

takes the bullet. Cristanto shoots the captain. Milagros has paid and lifted the curse. She has 
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changed the past. 

 

Authenticity  

An object from the past surfaces, and holds the key to understanding past and present. This 

object is the music box given as a present to Milgros by her lover, Crisanto. The music box 

containing letters was buried beneath the floorboards at the prison. Meagan psychically heard 

the music from this box, and she takes the letters, explaining that she feels the letters are for 

her.  

 

Later AJ says that someone said she was the reincarnation of a parrot. Then she repeats it, 

like a parrot. Her voice is fast and shrill, and she talks continually.  

 

Meagan is convinced of reincarnation and of her memories well ahead of Cholo. He takes 

more time to understand and remember. It is not entirely clear that he does remember. The 

audience sees as many memories as the couple do.  

 

The fortune-teller hypnotises Meagan. Meagan comes out of the trance, opens her eyes, looks 

at Cholo and names him ‘Cristanto!’ 

 

In the present, Meagan slumps in Cholo’s arms. 

In the past Milagros slumps in Cristanto’s arms. 

 

At the conclusion of the film, Meagan is with Cholo on the beach. They embrace and kiss. 

After a white out we see Milagros and Crisanto on the same beach, after their marriage, 

declaring their love throughout the afterlife and for all eternity.  

 

Specific themes 

Families can have the same problems, such as a family feud, in past and present.   

 

The same people are born together although not necessarily in the same relationships to each 

other. The captain is now Meagan’s grandfather. Crisanto’s mother is now an unrelated 

psychic.  
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The past can be altered. Because Meagan put herself in front of Cholo’s bullet in the present, 

it changed the past so that it was Milagros who was shot instead of Crisanto.  

 

A curse can continue through the ages. 

 

A couple can be together in the afterlife for eternity 

 

A language spoken in the past can have a fascination in the present. Cholo is learning Spanish 

and was intending to go with his parents to Spain. 

 

The characters have had many lifetimes. We see three, but more are implied by Narcisa’s 

curse for Milagros to die again and again.  

 

Kundun 

Director: Martin Scorsese. USA. 1997 

 

Synopsis 

Kundun, meaning ‘presence’ is the story of the life and the struggle of the present, 14th Dalai 

Lama. As a child he was recognized as the incarnation of the previous Dalai Lama when he 

correctly identified possessions belonging to him in his past existence as the 13th Dalai Lama. 

As a child, Kundun is called Hamu. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

We are told on the scrolling information at the beginning of the film that ‘a Buddha had been 

reborn.’ The audience knows this from the start. For the Dalai Lama and his family, the 

knowledge grows in them with time. They are told by the monk who finds the little boy 

Kundun that he is an incarnation of the 13th Dalai Lama. 

 

The belief in reincarnation is intrinsic to the religion of Tibetan Buddhism, and commonly 

accepted. 
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Connections 

Dalai Lama with: 

his mother 

with the Lama who finds him then tests him when he is a child 

with his people, with Tibet, and with the land 

with his close monks 

with all sentient beings 

 

Transition 

The 13th Dalai Lama is reborn as the 14th Dalai Lama. 

 

Karma 

In the quiet of the night, the Dalai Lama talks to his bodyguard about Karma. 

 

Dalai Lama 

Violence is never good. Every result, be it good or bad, it had a cause. 

 

The Dalai Lama has visions and prophetic dreams. He has a dream of blood in the fish pond, 

then of him surrounded by an ocean of monks and nuns, all dead. The camera zooms out to 

show more and more. There are thousands of bodies of monks and nuns.  

 

The Dalai Lama understands that there must be a transition to modernity in Tibet from 

previous feudal ways. After the Potala is bombed, he says to his mother 

 

Dalai Lama 

The saddest thing is that we were about to change. We were going to do it alone. 

 

Death 

Kundun has a vision of his monks, Takster Rinpoche and Norbu coming to him to say 

goodbye before they are killed by the Chinese. 

Kundun 

Don’t die! 

Gender 

The Dalai Lama is male as 13th and 14th Dalai Lama. 



 160 

 

Spirituality 

The whole film is steeped in Tibetan Buddhist religion and rituals. The Dalai Lama is a 

Buddhist from a religious family. Tibetan Buddhism involves chanting, mantra repetition, 

deep meditation, the study of the scriptures, prostration, veneration of holy beings who are 

the embodiments of Buddha ie enlightened, reborn beings. Traditional ritual includes sky 

burial, worship of deities, religious celebrations and festivals, prophecy. Children as well as 

adults, are monks. 

 

Kundun meets with his mother by his father’s body. They touch foreheads in sympathy. 

Kundun performs last rites for his father. His father has a sky burial, with vultures on the 

mountain top, but Kundun does not have to chop up the body. Others do this. The monks do 

throat singing. 

 

An elaborately dressed oracle goes into a trance and gives advice gleaned from the spiritual 

world to Kundun.  

Oracle 

Red ideology……Danger from within and without. Heed the warnings of your predecessor or 

the war will end here. Careful…careful. 

 

The Oracle advises when the time has come for Kundun to be enthroned as the Dalai Lama. 

The auspicious date is Nov 20, 1950. Kundun sits in front of a beautiful four-armed golden 

Buddha on a throne. The colours are gold and red. There are offerings of a conch shell, and a 

wheel of life with jewels. The Dalai Lama appoints two prime ministers and gives an amnesty 

to Tibet’s prisoners. 

 

When Kundun leaves Llasa, he states that Buddhas do not pass away and leave the world in 

darkness. 

 

Kundun refers to spiritual truths when speaking to the rude General. 

 

Kundun 

You have bombed our peaceful people……wisdom and compassion will set us free. 

General 
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You need reform. 

Kundun 

You cannot liberate me, General. I can only liberate myself. 

 

The General plots to kill Kundun. The Oracle advises Kundun that ‘the Wish fulfilling Jewel 

will shine from the West’ and that he must leave Tibet immediately and go into exile. The 

Oracle prescribes the route, drawing a map which would have taken them right beside the 

Chinese camp. However, the Chinese move, so this route becomes safe. 

 

Authenticity  

Hamu didn’t cry when he was born, and later a pair of crows nested on the roof, just as they 

had for the first Dalai Lama. This is a good omen, and relates to a scriptural reference. The 

first Dalai Lama, centuries ago, was protected by a pair of black crows when his home was 

attacked. Hamu has a mix of wisdom and normal childlike qualities.  

 

In Kundun’s family home, a visitor plays jacks using stones, with the child who is still known 

as Hamu. Hamu looks at the mala around the man’s neck and says  

 

Hamu 

This is mine. 

Lama 

I will give it to you if you know who I am. 

 

The man is disguised as a servant, but Hamu identifies him as a Lama. 

When they leave, Hamu cries. His mother explains that Hamu always says he wants to go to 

Llasa. 

 

Next, Hamu is woken from sleep to see a room full of holy men. The Lama asks Hamu to 

choose another object that belong to him. Hamu chooses a small damaru which is a drum 

used in worship. He also chooses a stick for writing, a bowl, reading glasses, and a cane with 

an animal head. The Lama confirms that Hamu has chosen the possessions of the previous 

Dalai Lama, and addresses him as Kundun. The holy men all bow to him. One man is in 

tears. 
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His Excellency, Reting Rimpoche, the regent of Tibet, tells Kundun of his spiritual 

experience. 

Reting 

I saw you in a vision. I found you. It was difficult. You left me good signs. I hope it was not 

too long a wait…...you will be born again and again, as long as all life continues…(by 

choice)....You are here to love all living things, just love them. Care for them. Have 

compassion for them. 

 

He implies that Kundun is a Buddha, or the Buddha. 

 

Pala is Kundun’s Lord Chamberlain. He shows Kundun the great seal for use when he comes 

of age, and Kundun picks it up and stamps with it as if he has done this many times before.  

Pala 

Auspicious! 

 

At night, Kundun cries quietly for his mother. A monk soothes him and says he might like the 

summer palace better. At the summer palace are peacocks, fish, dogs, deer, and sheep.  

 

He finds his parents are at the summer palace. His mother is pregnant. After a slight scolding 

from his mother Kundun says 

Kundun 

My teeth are in there. 

 

Kundun opens a chest and in a fabric wrapped parcel are false teeth. A monk explains that 

they belonged to the 13th Dalai Lama. Kundun’s mother kneels and puts her forehead to 

Kundun’s forehead. She realises that Kundun is more than just her son, and addresses him as 

‘Holiness.’ 

 

At 18, the 13th Dalai Lama was head of the country. The 13th Dalai Lama wrote a letter 

making predictions, the year before he died: The Chinese invaded, we prayed, we routed the 

army. It may be that religious government will be attacked, monasteries looted and destroyed, 

nuns and monks killed. We will be like slaves to our conquerors and be made to wander 

helplessly like beggars. 
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Pala, the Lord Chamberlain 

The power of truth is great, and of Karma, infallible. 

Kundun 

What can I do? I’m only a boy. 

Pala 

You are the man who wrote this letter. You must know what to do. 

 

Pala recognises Kundun as the reincarnation of the 13th Dalai Lama. 

 

Kundun’s group arrives at Dungkhar Monastery, and Kundun orders less formalities, after 

people bow at his feet.  

A monk comments: 

Monk 

He is a modern man, just like he was the last time. 

 

Specific themes 

Rulers and slaves, one soul being born repeatedly for the upliftment of humanity, power 

struggles, spirituality and rulership combined, the struggle to preserve a divine being, the old 

ordered society disrupted by revolution and ‘reform’, beauty and wisdom of the ages, 

spirituality and religion as an integral part of life, devotion to the Dalai Lama. 

 

Little Buddha 

Director: Bernado Bertolucci. Italy, France, Liechtenstein, UK. 1993 

 

Synopsis 

Tibetan Buddhist monks go searching for the reincarnation of their beloved Lama Dorje. 

They find the boy, Jesse, in Seattle, and he and his father go to Bhutan and Nepal. There they 

meet two other candidates, a boy called Raju and a girl called Gita. Unusually, the decision is 

made that Lama Dorje’s soul inhabits all three children.  

Interspersed with this story is the legend of Siddharta, the King’s son, who left his life of ease 

and luxury to become the Buddha.  
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Lama Norbu dies once the reincarnates have been confirmed. Jesse’s mother, Lisa, is 

pregnant and it is implied that Lama Norbu may be reborn as Jesse’s sibling. 

 

THEMES 

Ways of Remembering 

A devotee of the Dalai Lama, Kenpo Tenzing, collects two monks from the airport. He 

describes a dream that he had a month after Lama Dorje died. In this dream, Kenpo Tenzing 

was walking behind Lama Dorje on a hill, and the Lama was pointing to an empty plot of 

land. Lama Dorje was wearing jeans. 

 

Kenpo Tenzing found the site a few months later. A house was under construction, belonging 

to the family of an engineer. Jesse is the family’s only child, born one year after Lama Dorje 

died. Kenpo Tenzing interpreted the fact that Lama Dorje was wearing blue jeans to mean 

that he would be reborn in this location as an American. 

 

Jesse travels with the monks on a monorail. Dorje means thunderbolt.  

After hearing about Lama Dorje, Jesse says 

 

Could I be Lama Dorje? I think I am.….I can show you Buddha…my father built the 

building with the green dome. 

 

They visit the Buddha statue. Jesse has a feeling which grows from his exposure to the monks 

and their culture, that he is the reincarnate that they believe him to be.  

 

Lama Norbu relates Siddharta’s memories: 

After enlightenment, Siddharta was able to remember that he had been a girl, a 

dolphin, a tree, a monkey. He remembered his first birth, and the millions after 

that…he had seen that every effect in the Universe was provoked by a cause…… 

…now he is the Buddha, the awakened one. 

 

The Significance of Place 

Places in Seattle USA, the freeway, skyscrapers, modern architecture, Jesse’s home, are 

tinged with a dark blue tone. This is contrasted with the golden light of spirituality depicted 
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in the Siddharta story, and red, ochre, and gold colours of the monasteries in Bhutan, Nepal, 

and India.  

The Paro Monastery, Bhutan, has a plank bridge, with monks and children travelling in 

different directions. This is visual representation of reincarnation, of souls travelling towards 

or away from a human birth. 

 

The kingdom of Siddharta has beautiful pools, columns, elephant statues, temples, robes, 

sitars, and large bells. This is contrasted with areas outside the compound, where Siddharta is 

troubled by old, decrepit, toothless men in thatched huts. There is smoke and dust in the air. 

The colours here are brown and grey. A woman cries in pain, and there is a corpse by the 

river which receives the ashes of the dead.  

 

Lama Norbu’s ashes are given to the three reincarnates. Jesse’s family scatter the ashes on the 

ocean. Raju sends his off into the air with balloons and trailing prayer flags above the 

monastery. Gita scatters hers in her garden from up in the Bodhi tree. Lama’s Norbu’s body 

goes through fire to become ashes which are scattered on the water, in the air and on the 

earth, as a gift to all the elements. 

 

Connections 

The monks explain to Jesse’s parents that Lama Dorje was a teacher of the Dalai Lama. Lama 

Dorje felt he was needed in the West to teach Buddhism, and he passed away 9 years ago in 

Seattle. The monks believe that he is reborn as Jesse. 

 

After his death Lama Dorje becomes three people. Jesse is a boy living in Seattle. Raju is a 

poor boy in Katmandu. Gita is a girl from a wealthy family in India. 

We infer that Lama Norbu becomes Lisa and Dean’s second child, Jesse’s sibling. Lisa and 

Dean are then parents of two reincarnated Buddhist Lamas. 

 

Transition 

Death 

Dean, Jesse’s father, becomes more open to spiritual ideas when he finds that his friend has 

killed himself in San Francisco. Dean hears this in his car, on a bridge overlooking a freeway 

where cars are retreating directly away, converging at a point in the distance. This image is 
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about all life heading to the point of transition – death. A similar image appears in the 2006 

film, The Fountain.  

 

When Dean visits the Dharma centre in Seattle, Lama Norbu illustrates the relationship of the 

soul and the body. The soul is tea and the body is the cup. Lama Norbu breaks the cup and 

says, ‘Mind moves from one body to another, but is still mind.’ 

 

Gita’s previously infertile mother tells the story of her daughter’s conception. Lama Dorje 

stayed two days at her house. When leaving he placed his hand on her abdomen. 

 

The family reported Gita speaking another language in her sleep. Lama Norbu says that she 

was reciting the Heart Sutra in Sanskrit.  This Sutra would normally be recited by a monk, so 

the inference is that Lama Dorje had been reborn as Gita. 

 

In the monastery in Nepal, Lama Norbu knows that his death is immanent. He gives Dean his 

watch and gives him a bowl for Jesse. Lama Norbu says that he will return to Tibet, where he 

was born.  

  

Lama Norbu meditates in front of Tantric statues with many arms. In the evening, a monk 

puts a shawl around Lama Norbu’s shoulders. The colours in this section of the film are 

shades of gold.  

 

In the morning, Lama Norbu is still in place. He smiles slightly. Still in meditation, Lama 

Norbu leaves his body.  

 

The head monk is informed, and the monks who are present at a ceremony recognising the 

three children, begin to make deep sounds in their throats, chanting the Heart Sutra. Lama 

Norbu appears to the three children as a vision and tells them, ‘Keep the sutra in your heart. 

All is emptiness.’ 

 

Gender 

Lama Dorje was male, and his incarnations Jesse and Raju are male, but Gita is female. 

 

Spirituality 
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For the monks, there is no division between worldly life and spirituality. Every moment is 

steeped in the beliefs, practices and rituals of Buddhism. 

 

Kenpo Tenzing explains the belief of reincarnation to Jesse’s parents:  

 

In Tibetan Buddhism we believe we are reborn again and again. But there are a few 

special beings that come back as spiritual guides. 

 

The story of Siddharta depicts the search for enlightenment, spiritual fulfilment.  

 

All the children are incarnations of Lama Dorje. They are separate manifestations of: body – 

Raju, speech – Gita, light – Jesse. This is very rare. Usually a Lama would be incarnated as a 

single human being. 

Lama Norbu 

 Most important is to feel compassion for all beings, and to pass on knowledge, like the 

Buddha. 

Karma 

In a monastery in Bhutan, Nepal, a lesson is taking place. We see an illustrated storybook. 

The older monk Lama Norbu tells a story to the child monks:  

 

A priest is about to sacrifice a goat. The goat persuades the priest not to kill him. 

Goat: After 499 times as a goat, I will be reborn as human. 

The goat explains that 500 years ago he was a priest who sacrificed goats to the gods. 

Hearing this, the priest relented and vowed to be the protector of every goat in the 

land. 

 

Once the story has been told, the monks joke that Champa, a young teaching monk, was once 

a goat. Champa then crawls around on all fours bleating. 

 

Authenticity  

At the Dharma centre in Seattle, there are murals of deities. The monk Champa is saying 

prayers. Mother leaves Jesse for a visit. In the company of Lama Norbu, Jesse recognises a 

photo of Lama Dorje and identifies the Lama’s bowl. He picks up the Lama’s trumpet made 

of human bone.  
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Gita knows. Jesse is ‘pretty sure.’ They ‘just know.’ 

  

Lama Norbu and the young head of the monastery in Nepal test the children without them 

knowing. Raju picks the correct red hat. Gita chooses the same hat. Jesse puts Lama Dorje’s 

hat on, which is not strictly respectful.  

 

After confirmation from the oracle, Lama Norbu bows low to Raju, and says, ‘O my teacher. 

I am so happy to have found you.’ 

 

He repeats this to Gita, then to Jesse. Jesse bows back, on the ground, touching heads. At 

floor level, Lama Norbu says to Jesse, ‘Perhaps one day you will find me.’ 

This foreshadows Lama Norbu’s reincarnation as Jesse’s sibling. 

 

Specific themes 

Dreams and visions are a useful guide to direct a seeker towards the reincarnated individual. 

A person can appear after death to convey an important message or teachings. 

Astrology can be used to check the particulars of a possible reincarnate. 

Humans generally are reborn over and over, but some special individuals return as spiritual 

guides. 

All humans are subject to ageing, death, suffering and rebirth. Enlightenment is the remedy 

for suffering. 

A middle path should be sought between asceticism and worldliness. 

The world is impermanent and in 100 years all those who are now living will be dead. 

A creative work, for example, a sand yantra or mystical diagram, can be made over a long 

time, then purposely destroyed in an instant to emphasise the impermanence of existence. 

 

Images  

The Bodhi tree, a symbol of the Buddha’s enlightenment, grows in Gita’s garden.  

There are images of liberation, the freedom of the soul from the body. Ashes are released into 

the ocean. They are sent into the air with balloons and trailing prayer flags. They are thrown 

to the earth from the branches of the sacred Bodhi tree. 

 

The river is a symbol for the waters which must be crossed over when a person dies. 
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The stormy ocean relates to samsara, the world and its suffering. When a soul transcends this, 

he is liberated. The boat upon the water is related to this crossing over. Ashes of corpses are 

released into the water.  

 

Method – the animated film 

Animation Techniques 

When studying a Graduate Diploma and then a Masters degree, I used claymation, plasticine, 

rotoscoping, found objects such as leaves and twigs, sand painting, and 3D animation. I used 

iMovie, AVID and After Effects for editing, and Audacity for sound effects. I composed 

music in Garage Band.  At the time, 3D animation was in its infancy. Shrek, 2001, directed 

by Andrew Adamson and Vicky Jenson, was an example. I did not find it visually engaging. 

My animation, Indian Summer (2003) was made in Painter. My Shadow (2003), was 

rotoscoped, using actors’ performances and dialogue.  More about Eve (2004) was hand 

drawn, using pencil which was then inked, and bucket filled in Photoshop. These animations 

can be viewed online at https://vimeo.com/sphoenix 

 

When making my PhD animation, I felt that it would expand my skills to build on my 

existing education in drawing and painting. I had previously studied fine art and illustration. I 

aimed to explore different software such as Illustrator, Photoshop, ToonBoom, Painter, 

Premiere Pro, Final Cut Pro, and again, After Effects, and the use of photographs as a starting 

point. I wanted to discover what was aesthetically pleasing and also time saving, because 

animation is very time intensive. I found that ToonBoom surpassed Illustrator for ease of use, 

and that it was much faster than Photoshop when filling outlines. The final images were made 

with ToonBoom for moving characters, Painter (watercolour) for backgrounds, After Effects 

for assembling footage and Premiere Pro for adding music and sound effects to the movie. 

The purpose was to expand my knowledge of different software, while highlighting my 

drawing skills. When I began The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly, I was already familiar 

with some of the Adobe software, and the rest I learned as required. Since I first viewed the 

animation frames by the nineteenth century British photographer Eadweard Muybridge, 

particularly those from 1884 to 1887, I have been interested in drawing the human body in 

motion. (The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018. Eadweard Muybridge.) 

 

https://vimeo.com/sphoenix


 170 

This film was also influenced by the style of the 2001 animation, ‘Waking Life’, written and 

directed by Richard Linklater, which like my animation also blends documentary and 

narrative. It features philosophical monologues and conversations. In Waking Life, footage 

was digitally rotoscoped by thirty different animators. (Cavagna, C. 2018). 

Influences 

Particular directors influenced me in the making of ‘The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly.’ 

Generally, their films use bright colours, and have females as the main characters. Reality 

and fantasy often overlap.  

 

Volver 2006 

All about my Mother 1999   

Pedro Almodovar is a Spanish director. He often uses bright colours, particularly the colour 

red.  

 

Pan’s Labyrinth 2006 

Guillermo del Toro is a Mexican filmmaker. Events in this film, whether real or imagined, 

are seen through the eyes of a girl. 

 

Spirited Away 2003  

Howl’s Moving Castle 2004 

Ponyo 2009  

Hayao Miyazaki is a Japanese director. Characters in his animations are hand drawn, colours 

are bright, and the supernatural is evident, often interwoven with the domestic. Children or 

young people are central protagonists, and females have personalities which are as 

empowered as those of the males. Characters sometimes fly, or are magical in some way. 

Miyasaki says ‘I believe that children's souls are the inheritors of historical memory from 

previous generations. It's just that as they grow older and experience the everyday world that 

memory sinks lower and lower.’ (Hayao Miyazaki Biography, 2018) 

 

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter… and Spring 2003  

Kim Ki-duk is a South Korean director. This lyrical film has a slow and meditative 

atmosphere, and its topic is the Buddhist path to enlightenment. 
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Monsoon Wedding 2002   

Mira Nair is an Indian director. This film is full of colour, from yellow marigolds to many 

hued saris, as we see the wedding being organized. A disturbing undercurrent about the 

traditional place of girls and women in Indian society becomes more prominent as the film 

progresses.  

 

Sita sings the blues 2008  

Nina Paley is an American director. Paley made this film after living in India. This is her 

personal version of the ancient Indian epic, the Ramayana, told from the point of view of 

Rama’s wife, Sita. Sita is a determined and spirited character. After being abducted by the 

demon King Ravana, she is tested by her husband according to the custom of the times.  

This hand drawn animation featuring the gods and goddesses of Indian mythology, highlights 

the clear, bright colours apparent in the art, fashion, and architecture of India.  The Mughal 

miniature figures were hand-drawn on parchment paper using antique watercolours.  

(Melwani, L. 2014) 

 

Valley of Flowers 2006  

Samsara 2001  

While researching I grew to love these films by Pan Nalin, as well as his most recent film, 

Angry Indian Goddesses 2015. They contain the spirituality and the bright colours of India.  

 

Technical Process 

The film is a 2D drawn animation nearly 14 minutes in length, using Painter software for 

backgrounds and Photoshop and Toon Boom for characters. Illustrator software was 

occasionally used. It was composited in After Effects. The film was created as PAL DI/DV 

widescreen square pixels, measuring 1024 x 576 pixels, a ratio of 16:9. Actors were drawn 

from the VCA drama department as well as others who have worked on previous animations. 

Because none of the VCA students were of an age to play a grandmother, I recorded a friend 

in this role.  Music was composed by Jayendra Birchall, a VCA music graduate. Although I 

sent him updated storyboards and animation sequences he preferred to wait until the 

animation was complete before composing. I posted password protected updates for him on 

the video sharing site, Vimeo.  
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Inspiration, ideas 

In my film I wanted to represent cycles. Reincarnation is a cyclic event, with a soul returning 

time after time to the earth. Within one lifetime, there are cycles of birth, puberty, maturity, 

death. A woman experiences physical cycles. There are seasonal cycles in nature. The moon 

features in the film, and the moon is associated with tides, and the rhythmical breaking of 

waves on the sand. Water and the ocean are also important. Fire is also represented.  

 

Three characters represent three ages of women – the girl Pearl, the mother Carly and the 

wise woman, Rowena. I drew on my experience of having been a child, of having a child, and 

of being a woman whose life has been enriched by being touched by birth and death, cycles 

and seasons. In the character of Rowena, the grandmother, I aimed to represent a woman who 

has become wise with age.  

 

The animation has been formed by a creation, then a revisiting. First, I wrote the story, which 

was reborn as a screenplay, which transmigrated into a working script for an animation. This 

cyclic process of creating the film about reincarnation echoed the workings of reincarnation, 

where a soul returns to earth again and again, becoming more polished and complete. 

 

Within the film, images recur. The little girl Pearl and her mother Carly in the Fitzroy 

swimming pool were once Biju and Kali in the lotus pool. The photos of young Carly 

practising headstand are echoed when Biju and Kali do hatha yoga under the instruction of 

their teacher, the Brahmin priest. More literally, Rowena becomes an owl who is then reborn 

as the baby Amber. Mother and child take a holiday in India, then a trip back in time at the 

same hotel which was once a palace, to the same lotus pool, in a place of natural beauty. 

 

A mandala is a circular image, used for contemplation and meditation. Its origins are Hindu. 

It can be seen as a microcosm of the universe – as above, so below.  Mandalas occur also in 

Buddhism, and some depict the life cycle of a human on earth or in other heavenly or hellish 

worlds. The mandala has a still centre in a shifting environment, and this centre represents the 

unchangeable self. Mandala is Sanskrit for ‘magic circle.’ 

 

Mandalas are circular like the early phenakistoscope. This had a number of images around 

the edges of the circle, and the circle was rotated. Later, the zoetrope from the 1860s 
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produced an illusion of movement from a succession of still images. The praxinoscope 

followed in the 1880s. Contemplating a mandala creates a change of consciousness, a 

different way of seeing. The early animation devices listed above also create an alteration in 

perception, as individual pictures appear to be in motion.  

 

A mandala reminds me of a mouse wheel, and I made a preliminary animation exploring this. 

In my animation the mouse goes around and around, getting nowhere. As in transmigration, 

the mouse changed to a human foetus, who travelled progressively around the wheel of birth 

and death, coming back life after life without attaining enlightenment. Clocks were added, 

because they measure time, and by inference, lifetimes. In time the little foetus became a 

child, an adult, an old person who died and was reborn, over and over again. In the final 

animation, these thoughts were condensed into one image of the white mouse on the wheel in 

the loungeroom of Carly’s house. 

 

My preoccupations are time, memory, cycles and relationships, and all the stories and images 

associated with these themes, within the great theme of reincarnation. Reincarnation is about 

the questions, Why are we here? What is our purpose on earth? What is the meaning of life? 

These are questions so large and profound that many people do not contemplate them, or 

imagine that they might have answers. In Eastern thought, the answers are non-verbal, and 

can only be experienced. Enlightenment cannot be described, but only attained.  Jnaneshwar, 

the 13th century poet saint, describes the uniting of the individual self with the supreme self. 

‘It would be impossible for words to describe this state nor can even discuss it in 

conversation.’ (Pradhan, 1967) 

 

In Hindu cosmology, the mouse or the rat is the symbol of the ego. (Grimes, 1995) Ganesh, 

or Ganapati, the elephant headed god, sits with his foot on a rat, symbolising the vanquishing 

of the ego. The mouse or rat is the tiny human Everyman, with no control over his destiny, to 

whom everything just happens.  

 

The theme of fire is significant. Pearl imagines a cosy fire. The phoenix burns and is reborn, 

transformed. Kali is forced onto the funeral pyre of the King, although he has not been a 

husband to her in anything but name. She burns with the injustice of the situation, as well as 

physically. 
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Research for Screenplay 

The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly is a narrative animation based on the experiences of the 

main character, Carly, who through various moments of revelation, finds that she lived 

before, particularly as an Indian princess in Rajasthan in 1659. This was inspired by an 

interview including a description of being burned on a funeral pyre. 

 

Sati means ‘virtuous woman’ and it refers to a widow who throws herself on her husband’s 

funeral pyre. The anglicised version is ‘suttee.’ India’s National Newspaper reported that in 

Samastipur India, on March 19 in 2004, an eighty year old woman, Rukiya Devi, committed 

Sati. In 1987, 18 year old Roop Kanwar immolated herself in the presence of a crowd of 

4000. (Sakuntala, 1992)  

 

In Archives of Empire, there are examples of Sati from documents circa 20BC, 390AD, 

851AD, 1200AD, and others, up to 1872. In 1583, a woman was forced by her relatives to 

commit sati. In 1623, the relatives of a woman’s dead husband forced a woman to burn 

herself. (Carter & Harlow, 2003)  

 

This paragraph was written in 1856. 

The pile of the suttee is unusually large: heavy cart wheels are placed upon it, to 

which her limbs are bound, or sometimes a canopy of massive logs is raised above it, 

to crush her by its fall…..It is a fatal omen to hear the suttee’s groan, therefore as the 

fire springs up from the pile, there rises simultaneously with a deafening shout of 

‘Victory to Umba! Victory to Ranchor!’ and the horn and the hard rattling drum 

sound their loudest, until the sacrifice is consumed.’ 

- Ras Mala, ii, 435: [ed 1878, p691](Carter & Harlow, 2003) 

  

Sati was not always a voluntary event. It was officially abolished by the British in 1829. In 

the town of Surat, girls under 10 who were married as children, were forced to perform sati 

on the death of the husband, in spite of never having lived with him. (Kamat, 2006) In the 

film ‘Water’, little Chuyia has to leave her family to live in the house of the widows because 

her husband dies. (Mehta, 2006) Many women believed that they had married the same man 

in many of their past lives. (Kamat, 2006) 
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The life of a woman who survived her husband was often very difficult. Widows had to 

practice austerities, eat only once daily, sleep on the floor, wear no perfumes, shave the head. 

They could not have another partner or enjoy any sex, and they were not permitted to 

remarry. 

 

Traditionally sati was a mark of virtue, expiating the sins of three previous generations. There 

was often no other role for a widow. If the scripture, the Rig Veda was recited, then sati was 

not considered to have the taint of suicide. A pregnant woman was not eligible. Officially 

children were not permitted to perform sati. If a widow did not commit sati she risked being 

reborn as an animal. Sometimes the woman was intoxicated first with hemp or opium to 

make death more easy to bear. (Colebrooke, around 1798) 

 

There are shrines and monuments in India to women who have immolated themselves. At the 

Jodhpur Fort Gate in Ranakpur, India, is a shrine where widows have pressed their hands 

against the wall on the way to the funeral pyre. There are thirty handprints. 

 

The custom of Suttee originated in an ancient story about the gods, Shiva and Sati. Sati was 

in love with the ascetic Shiva, and she gave up palace life in the kingdom of her father 

Daksha and performed austerities in the forest. After the wedding, Daksha was annoyed. He 

organised a yagna, a fire ceremony, and invited all the gods, except Sati and Shiva. Sati 

decided to go, reasoning that she could visit her family at any time. Shiva did not go with her. 

Sati and her father disagreed about the greatness of Shiva, and Sati realised that he was 

abusing Shiva because she had married him, so she was the cause of this dishonour of her 

husband.  Sati decided that she would be born of a father that she could respect, and 

immolated herself in flames. Later she was reborn as Parvati, daughter of Himavan, king of 

the mountains, a father that she could respect and who knew the greatness of Shiva. Shiva 

again became her husband. (Romaharshana)    

 

Yama, Shiva and Kali are Hindu gods associated with death. Kali is the goddess of time, 

from the Sanskrit Kal – time. Although she appears fierce, she is the destroyer of illusion.  

She is a goddess of death, but only of the ego, the sense of separateness and identification 

with that which is other than the true inner self. Yama is the god of death, and he carries off 

the soul of the deceased. Shiva inhabits cremation grounds, and he is the god who remembers 

his devotees even after they are dead. He wears a garland of skulls. Kali also wears skulls and 
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detached arms, as symbols for freeing her children, her devotees, of attachment to the 

impermanent body. She destroys demons. She is sometimes shown standing on Shiva, who 

lies beneath her. He symbolises the foundation of pure awareness and she represents form. 

His skin is pale and hers is dark. He is being and she is action. Kali is energy, the animator.  

 

Her raised arms grant insight and wisdom, fearlessness and boons. Her upper left arm holds 

the sword of enlightenment which destroys the ego. Her lower arm holds the severed head of 

the ego. She is infinite, so no garments can cover her. She is ‘digambari’ – naked, clad in 

space.  

 

In ancient Egypt, the phoenix was a mythological bird with a beautiful song, and possessing 

gold and scarlet feathers. It was unique and lived for hundreds of years. Because it burned 

itself in a pyre and then reappeared as a new bird, it was associated with immortality. In the 

film, I use it as a symbol of reincarnation, because its essence is reborn in a new body. (The 

Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018. Phoenix) One of the interviewees described being 

burned as a Sati. Within the animation, the grandmother describes the story of the phoenix. 

 

Application to the creative process 

Practical research - Under a Different Sun 

‘Africa’ was created as a 30 second animation which ends the documentary ‘Under a 

Different Sun’ by Amanda Walsh. It was used early in the study to practise creating 

animation. Girls from Ethiopia were reunited in Australia with their mother who had had to 

flee the country six years earlier after being beaten and raped in detention in Africa. The 

children used to sing about a white bird that would come and take them home, and in the 

animation, this bird arrives in Africa, then flies to Australia and shape shifts into their mother. 

The story brief was written by Amanda, and visually interpreted and animated by me.  

 

I researched the ethnic costumes of these girls and found that I could suggest their origins by 

using bright reds, oranges and yellows, adding particular headbands, and giving the smaller 

girl braided hair. The older girl was taller than her mother but in their reunion, I give the three 

figures size according to age, to make it clear who are children and who is the mother. The 
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bird is white tinged with pink, with a yellow beak, so when it changes to the mother, the 

mother has robes of this colour with a head scarf of the same yellow.  

 

Africa is depicted using hot oranges and yellows and cicadas sing on the foliage of the 

characteristic Oda Bultum tree.  Australia, although in the throes of a drought at the time, was 

a pale green as a contrast, as the girls were going to temperate Melbourne. The Flemington 

housing commission flats were a backdrop, and a yellow caesia eucalyptus was added to 

reinforce that the location was Australia.  

 

At the time I was independently contemplating the idea of transformation, and this brief 

contained opportunities for that. I was recalling folk songs where humans become seals, or 

women become weeping trees. I made an animation where a baby becomes a bird with wings 

and flies upward. In this test piece I also wanted to reproduce the quivering effect that I have 

seen in animations, made by cycling perhaps three similar paintings of a subject.  

Images from ‘Under a Different Sun’ 
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Script development 

In a scriptwriting workshop which met once a week for six weeks, I wrote a script with the 

working title ‘The Red Hands,’. We were a small group who peer reviewed each other’s 

work. I estimated at the time that the screenplay’s duration was about ten minutes.  

 

The script was written in a form of Masala cinema, which is related to Bollywood cinema. A 

masala is a combination of different spices that are used to make a dish. In Masala cinema, 

many different elements and genres are used, stirred and cooked by the director. In my film, 

magical realism enhancing domestic drama is used in the sections set in Fitzroy and present 

day India, and melodrama is used in the chapters in India Past. The Prime Minister is the 

villain. The young bride, Kali, is the heroine.  

 

In common with Bollywood films, music is Indian in theme and quite dominant. Spirituality 

is evident. The busker worships the goddess Kali. The soul is depicted as a shooting star. 

Characters practise yoga and meditation. 

 

Romance is an important theme. It is the Prime Minister’s unrequited longing for Kali that 

generates his delight in having her destroyed. Costumes are elaborate and authentic. (Bowes, 

2013) 

 

Foundations of the story 

The narrative is set at an indefinite time in the 1990s onward, and also in the mid-17th 

century. External events are not prominent, because the focus is on the interior lives of the 

characters. I felt that highlighting current world events would distract from the larger 

concept, that people are regularly reborn in any era, into all kinds of circumstances. For this 

reason, clothing does not identify the era. Architecture in Fitzroy and India is from the past. 
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Only the Lamborghini is recent, to emphasise that, unlike Carly’s family, Lou places value on 

appearance and material possessions.  

 

Carly’s family has a history of loss. Carly’s partner died and so Rose lost her father. Both are 

about to lose Rowena, Carly’s mother and Rose’s grandmother. They are intelligent, educated 

people living a frugal life on one income. Carly and Rose are able to travel because of 

receiving a small inheritance from Rowena. They take a holiday to recover emotionally from 

Rowena’s death.  

 

Originally the plot was more linear, but then was divided into sections showing the same 

events from different points of view. This added a repetitive metre to the unfolding of the 

narrative, to mirror the recurring nature of reincarnation.  

 

Ed Hooks, an actor who teaches animators, proposes that the animator needs to know her 

character’s values and emotions, so that she can then collaborate with the character. He 

believes that characters need an objective, a movement to achieve this objective, and an 

obstacle. This table outlines my characters’ motivations and challenges. (Hooks, 2014) 

 

Character motivations and challenges 

 

Fitzroy and India in the present 

 

 

India in the past 

Carly  Kali 

 

To support her family through working as a 

midwife. To raise Pearl, as a single mother, 

with the help of Rowena. To discover the 

meaning behind the visions and flashbacks 

that she experiences, which point to a 

previous existence. 

 

 

Her greatest love is family. She is very sad 

to leave her birth family but is sustained by 

the expectation that she will soon have her 

own children, and that they will be princes 

and princesses. Kali’s one friend in her new 

home is Bindu, the king’s pregnant sister. 

Kali is a devout Hindu, and she knows that 

her soul will survive after her murder. 
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Pearl Bindu 

 

To live in the moment and to be happy, 

although her mother is often away working, 

her grandmother is housebound, and she has 

lost her father. Pearl is a pre-schooler, and 

there are no children her age in the 

neighbourhood. She befriends the busker as 

a playmate.  

 

 

Bindu is a devoted friend of the new queen, 

Kali. She wishes to help her but is defeated 

by biology. Her life has little opportunity 

for choice. 

 

Busker Swami 

 

To try to make sense of his world, and to 

play music, although he is living on the 

streets. He has a strong underlying sensation 

of guilt. The busker has memories of fire, 

and he says that ‘his soul burns.’ His day to 

day physical existence is precarious. He has 

memories of his past spiritual practices, and 

his deity is again the goddess Kali. 

 

 

To live a righteous and spiritual life as a 

priest and teacher. To uphold of the tradition 

of Sati though wishing for the survival of 

his dear friend, Kali.   

 

Lou Prime Minister 

 

Lou is a narcissist. He runs a café in 

Carlton, drives a flashy car, and he has 

affairs. He lives for the satisfaction of his 

desires. Lou tries to escape punishment for 

killing the busker and he has no feelings of 

remorse. In the present lifetime he pays for 

his crime. 

 

 

To wield absolute power, to run the 

kingdom in the place of the King. After 

being rejected by Kali he wishes to 

obliterate her. He literally gets away with 

murder. 

 

Rowena Amber 
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Following an active and influential career, 

to live a quiet life with the people most dear 

to her, Carly and Pearl, and to die at home. 

She believes that death is a part of life, and 

that there is no harm in Pearl witnessing her 

death. She also wants to share her beliefs 

that the family will be reunited through the 

means of reincarnation. Rowena is not a 

character in the past life in India. 

 

Rowena’s past life is not included, but her 

future life is, as Amber, child of Lou and 

Ellie. In time, Amber would be challenged 

by her father’s misdeeds and motivated to 

have a good and successful life regardless.  

Ellie Deer 

 

To raise her baby while attempting to ignore 

the fact that her husband has few virtues. 

Later, she exhibits resilience, resuming her 

profession as a graphic designer. 

 

 

She lives a serene and protected life in the 

palace gardens, desiring no more than 

sustenance and shelter. 

Pearl’s father King 

 

Roger, who died the year before, loved his 

family. Although he wished to support 

them, he unwittingly left them in difficult 

financial circumstances.  

 

 

The king’s desire to rule fairly over a 

prosperous community is thwarted by his 

terminal illness and the prime minister’s lust 

for power. The king meets Kali only once. 

Without directly intending it, their marriage 

and his death causes her misfortune. 

 

 Kali’s birth family 

  

Kali’s parents, who have respect and 

position in their community, tried to 

negotiate the best possible marriage for their 

beloved daughter. Because of the prime 

minister’s lies and the distance to Kali’s 
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new home, they are deceived into believing 

that Kali will be treasured and supported in 

her future. We do not see these characters in 

the present lifetime. 

 

 

Transition to animation 

Although satisfied with my screenplay, when it came time to make the animation, I realised 

that this screenplay would need adapting. I had included enough information and action for a 

full-length film, or as a script for a play, but as an animation, it needed simplifying. 

 

I reduced the importance of one character, Lou, because his presence complicated the 

narrative. Lou was a prime minister and power behind the throne in the past. He had a 

forbidden desire for the queen. He was Carly’s neighbour in the present. Lou was originally 

an overt, obsessed stalker, turning up in Carly’s yoga class, propositioning her at a vulnerable 

moment, watching her when she was half naked at the washing line in her own backyard. He 

retained his role as husband of the pregnant Ellie, and as the careless driver who kills the 

busker. 

 

In making Lou peripheral to the action I had to cut two scenes which I had already 

completely animated. I had not intended to edit the animation as I would a narrative film. 

Each part of the animation had to be hand drawn. In a narrative film there is excess footage to 

choose from. It is wasteful of time and energy to create more footage than is used in the final 

animation. However, I felt it was necessary to simplify the narrative.  

 

Originally the main character was the mother, Carly. I applied the question, ‘Whose story is 

it?’ and found that it was the story of the relationship of Carly and her daughter, Pearl. Pearl’s 

voice became strong as I wrote the screenplay, and I became very interested in her. She 

seemed an engaging character. The screenplay now tells the story from Carly and Pearl’s 

point of view, in the present day and in the past, in Rajasthan, India, in the mid seventeenth 

century. 
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I felt that I knew the character of Carly from the inside, but could observe the character of 

Pearl from the outside. The audience is watching the character in this way. I felt the need to 

make Carly more interesting, and to attribute qualities that were demonstrated, rather than 

taken for granted. This often seems a problem when a character is drawn from my own 

experience. She has many of my attitudes and my worldview and it is easy to forget to 

communicate that to the audience. 

Character development 

At the botanic gardens I watched pigeons walk by. I liked the way they puffed out their 

chests, then did a forward and back movement of the head as if they were thrusting 

themselves into a situation then quickly changing their minds and withdrawing. If a pigeon 

was a person, I thought it would be aggressive but indecisive, with more appearance than 

substance, petty and competitive. I decided then that all the characters in the animation would 

be based on animals. I had developed characters for performance based on animals, in  

movement workshops with the artist Lyndal Jones. Disney used animals in his cartoons, but 

they remained animals. (Thomas & Johnston, 1995) 

 

Five year old Pearl’s influence is a duckling. Carly is elegant like a swan. Rowena was 

developed from a wise old owl, and for a moment in the film she appears as this owl, between 

her death as Rowena and her rebirth as the baby Amber. Lou’s appearance was developed 

from an otter, slick, sleek and tall. Pregnant Ellie has the gentleness of a deer. The clumsy 

busker, Neil, was based on a nocturnal brushtail possum in the daytime. 
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Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, is an illustrated book by Art Spiegelman, in which the subject is the 

Holocaust. (Spiegelman, 1993) The Jews are represented as mice. The Nazis are cats. By 

contrast, in my film anthropomorphism is influential rather than literal. 

Comparison of characters  

Characters in the Kali past story have counterparts in the present. 

Melbourne 2007

Lou - cafe owner

Ellie's husband

admirer of Carly

Amber

new baby of Ellie/Lou

Ellie

Carly's pregnant neighbour

- graphic designer

Neil the busker

friend of Pearl

Pearl

Carly's 5 yr daugher

Carly, midwife Roger

Carly's deceased husband

Pearl's father

Rowena

Carly's mother

- academic.

She becomes Amber
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India, 1680

Prime Minister

admirer of Kali

real ruler of Kingdom

(Lou)

Deer in palace garden

(Ellie)

Biju

Kali's contemporary

friend (Pearl)

Satyaji

household's guru

(Neil)

Kali - Indian princess

dies at 17

(Carly)

Indian King

terminally ill

(Roger)

 

Visualisation of content 

Fitzroy is an old, inner city suburb of Melbourne, which contains historic buildings and 

terrace houses.  I spent two days in Fitzroy in different seasons, taking photos of buildings. 

When writing the script, I set the story in a part of Fitzroy where I used to live, reasoning that 

because I knew this area intimately, this would assist my communicating the atmosphere to 

the viewer. I also had an emotional connection with the area which made the many hours of 

drawing and painting buildings a pleasurable experience. It was my aim that the location 

would become like the presence of another character in the film. In the same way that New 

York or San Francisco have become familiar to Australians, I wanted to represent a place in 

Australia to local and overseas audiences. 

 

I took photos in a cemetery in Heidelberg, a northern suburb of Melbourne, which I used as a 

basis for an early scene.  

 

At a bayside beach I photographed a young girl playing with seagulls. She was wearing fairy 

wings, and spinning around and around. This image stayed with me, and in two segments of 

the film, five year old Pearl spins around as she chants the busker’s song.  

 

I took many still photos with my digital camera. Although it was not possible at the time, it 

would have been preferable to have also captured video footage. When I photographed a girl 

spinning around among the seagulls, my pictures were taken at one second intervals. This did 

not provide enough frames for convincing rotoscoping. Using these stills for reference, I 

created the animation freehand.  Twelve stills a second would have made rotoscoping an 

option. 
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Sections of the movie set in 17th century Rajasthan were influenced by illustrations from the 

Kangra period in eighteenth century India, and also by an animation created as an 

introduction to the Goddess exhibition in 2006 in the NSW art gallery. (Goddess, Divine 

Energy, 2006) I liked the delicacy of these images, the bright colours, the look of paradise.  

 

Software 

During my time at the VCA doing a graduate diploma and a Masters by coursework in 2003 

and 2004, I used a number of different techniques to produce 2D animation. I drew directly in 

a painterly way into Photoshop. I went through the traditional process of pencil drawings on 

animation paper which were inked, scanned, opened in Photoshop, had backgrounds deleted, 

and were filled with colour, for the animation ‘More about Eve.’ (Phoenix, 2004) After 

Effects was used for compositing all projects. 

 

In making ‘The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly,’ I investigated the software ‘Painter’. At 

first, I thought that I might be able to use it for all stages of creating images. This would have 

been desirable, because there are particular painterly effects such as charcoal, pastels, 

watercolour and oils that appealed to me. However, because it is still primarily a tool to 

produce artwork on a surface, it was not ideal for animation. The arrangement of layers was 

still not as useful as with Photoshop, and although there was a faculty for creating and testing 

animation, it worked only when the animation is completely created on one surface, and did 

not allow for using layers.  

 

Because Painter had these drawbacks, I decided to use it for backgrounds, which are created 

completely on a flat surface. Painter is not a vector program, but because backgrounds are 

mostly stationary and did not need resizing, this is not a requirement. Within Painter I tried 

painting in oils, and I liked this effect, but I finally settled on using watercolour. The 

disadvantage with watercolour is that no effect can be repeated exactly, because of the 

uncertain movement of the water. Incidental patterns, for example, marks on a wall, cannot 

be redone. If there had been many different angles of the same building shown, it would not 

have been possible to convincingly use this medium.  

 

A disadvantage of using Painter is that native files, riffs, could not be directly imported into 

After Effects, so one more stage of production is added. The riff file had to be imported first 
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into Photoshop and then exported as a psd file. It also means that files were duplicated – 

house.riff and house.psd, in case they need to be worked on again in Painter. However, 

Painter creates effects that look like using wet media, and although Photoshop can duplicate 

some of these effects, Painter is still the superior program for this.  

 

At first, I used Photoshop for animated characters, and anything that moved. The contrast 

between backgrounds and characters looked strange to me at first, but when I checked 

animations by Hayao Miyasaki, Walt Disney, and many other animators, I found that the 

backgrounds were often much more detailed and intricate than the characters, which were 

quite simply drawn.  Because a background is one image, more time can be spent on its 

creation. A moving character requires 12 drawings for every second of footage. Later I used 

Toon Boom, which has the advantage of being a vector based program.  

  

Vector images can be resized within Toon Boom without a loss of quality. Within After 

Effects, images can also be resized, but, for example, if a Photoshop image is expanded to 

120% it will have jaggies, (anti-aliasing), which resemble steps instead of a smooth sloping 

line (Ince, 2001), and a lower quality appearance. A bitmap image in Photoshop must be 

created at the largest possible size needed for import into After Effects in case the image 

needs expanding.  

 

I considered using Adobe Illustrator to create characters because this is also a vector based 

program, but decided it was better for illustration rather than animation. I had to invest a 

considerable amount time to learn the program Toon Boom, because it is very different from 

the Adobe packages that were familiar to me. 

 

One of the most useful functions in Toon Boom is that a drawing, or a bitmapped image, can 

be imported, then changed with a click of the mouse to a vector image. This means that 

original rough drawings can be altered rather than re-drawn. A palette can be created and 

named, for instance, Carly, and each colour can be ascribed a name, for example, eyes, hair, 

dress. Another advantage of using Toon Boom is that movement sequences can be replayed 

within the program, without being exported to Quicktime or After Effects. Toon Boom also 

has a facility to automate lip synchronisation. It creates reference drawings for mouth 

positions based on imported audio, although the actual mouths of my characters still had to be 

hand drawn.  
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Because I composited the images in After Effects, I could locate the original images and add 

detail without removing them from the timeline in After Effects. This is a time saving 

function.  

 

Hardware 

I used a Mac Pro computer, a scanner, a wacom tablet for drawing, and a number of portable 

hard drives for backup and storage. Later I used USB flash drives. 

Line tests 

 Rough drawings were tested. Once the movement appeared to be correct, these drawings 

were changed in colour and bucket filled. There is a function within Toon Boom where a 

simple recurring shape can be filled throughout all the drawings with one click. 50 drawings 

of a circle can be coloured yellow in one second. However, this does not work where shapes 

alter significantly. 

 

Originally, I began drawing characters in my own stylised shorthand, very fast and 

abbreviated. Later I made more formal character style sheets where the characters were 

almost naturalistic. At one point I toyed with the idea of having more cartoon like characters, 

perhaps something like Leunig’s Mr Curly. (Leunig, 2001) My final characters are somewhat 

abstracted, having similar proportions to human beings, but with identifying characteristics, 

such as Pearl’s purple hair, Rowena’s widow’s peak, and Lou’s large nose.  

 

To show which characters in the present belonged to which characters in the past, I used a 

similar colour scheme. Pearl wears pink as a five year old girl in the present, As Biju, Kali’s 

friend in the past, she wears a pink sari. The voice actors are the same for characters in the 

present and their counterparts in the past, Lou and the Prime Minister, Carly and Kali. 

 

I practised drawing and redrawing each character for consistency. To draw four seconds of 

Lou surreptitiously observing Carly in his rear vision mirror requires 50 drawings for full 

animation. My style of animation takes around 20 drawings, but in each his earring still must 

be placed just so, his earlobes must be the same length in each drawing, his eyes must always 
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be the same tone of green, or the illusion of smooth movement would be interrupted and 

broken.  

 

Storyboard, with visual examples  

A storyboard was created, but instead of starting at the beginning and animating through the 

middle to the end, I began with one character, Carly, and drew her wherever she appeared in 

the film. This was for reasons of consistency. The characters are not naturalistic; they look 

like slightly stylised human beings. They were complex to draw. If I had worked in a linear 

fashion, I would have taken a risk that the Pearl who waits at the window at the beginning 

may have looked less developed than the Pearl who leaps into the Fitzroy Pool at the end.  

 

Creating an animation in this way is efficient for the artist, but not clear to anyone watching 

the progress of the work. My storyboard drawings were used as placeholders, and were 

gradually replaced by full colour, moving frames. It was not always obvious what was rough 

drawing, developed drawing, or final product. This technique is useful for the auteur, but 

would be confusing in a studio. 

 

Storyboard 1. The visual equivalent of taking notes. 
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Storyboard 2. Images that can be used as a basis for final drawings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Storyboard 3. 

a. An imagined scene 
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b. A scene where the terrace house has been drawn from a photographic reference. 

 

 

 

 

c. The same scene, with a factory drawn from a photographic reference, the addition of 

colour, and an invented, mythical bird. 
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Creating movement  

When I decided to use animals as the inspiration for creating characters, I intended to also 

incorporate aspects of their movement. I discarded this idea because I felt that it would have 

detracted from the narrative. Movement is slightly stylised, but mostly naturalistic. 

 

Colour scheme, with visual examples of colour scheme  

One of the most striking aspects of the 2007 Pixar exhibition at the Australian Centre for the 

Moving Image was the use of impressionistic thumbnails as colour guides, as well as many 

paintings using wet media and preliminary conceptual drawings that took place before 3D 

characters were developed. I created tiny images as colour guides for past and present in the 

Red Hands animation. 

 

 

I thought of ways to make distinct the delineation of the two distinct worlds. I considered 

using black and white for the present, as occurs in ‘The Corpse Bride’ (Burton & Johnson, 

2006) but it seemed wrong for little Pearl’s life to be without colour. The past in Rajasthan 

could not be black and white, because all the beauty and brightness of an Indian royal court 

would be wasted. In ‘Dead Again’ (Branagh, 1991) Branagh filmed all the scenes in colour, 

then regretfully removed all colour from the past, including the colour in a grand masked ball 
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in a mansion, and earlier, a wedding. It made the two eras perfectly clear, but some of the 

glamour of the 1940s was lost.  

 

Colours in my film are high key, reminiscent of colours of India. There is not a lot of subtlety 

of shading, and the characters are quite two dimensional. Tones of greys and monochromes 

are hardly used. It would have been interesting to shape and shade the characters with 

different variations on the same colour, but it may have taken another year to complete this, 

and it would have taken the effect further away from Indian art.  

 

Each character wears the same clothes in the same colours throughout to make them easy to 

identify as the same person even though they are drawn from different angles. Some colours 

are non-naturalistic. For example, Pearl’s hair is purple.  

 

At her death Rowena turns into an owl. Her everyday clothes are toned in browns and greys, 

and her headscarf is spotted. This translates into the markings on the owl and the colouring of 

its feathers. The busker wears an ochre T shirt in the present and ochre robes in the past as the 

priest. Ellie wears a blue pendant in the present and in her past life as a deer in the palace 

gardens. The colour scheme is inspired by the rich, bright and clear colours of India – the red 

of kum kum powder, ochres, pinks, and clear blues of the sky. Yellows and oranges of 

marigolds feature, as do the paler yellows of jasmine. Although many bright colours are used 

in the film, the palette is limited. When red is used, it is always the same red 183/36/74 in 

RGB. All the golds are the same - RGB  239/175/67, from picture frames to cholis to outlines 

of marigolds to Carly’s bathers. This creates consistency in the look of the film.  

Backgrounds, with examples of photo references  

I spent two separate days taking photos as references for buildings and laneways in Fitzroy, 

and another day in the Heidelberg cemetery.  
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Fitzroy 

Many of the backgrounds set in Fitzroy were made by importing a photo into Toon Boom, 

vectorising this so that the basic outlines were represented in linear form, then colouring the 

background of the building within Toon Boom or Photoshop. Some backgrounds were drawn 

freehand, using the photos as a reference. Eventually most of these vectorised photos were 

discarded and replaced by freehand drawings, to aid visual consistency. 

  

India 

For the sections in the past, in 1659 Rajasthan, there are no solid backgrounds. Behind the 

characters is a shifting canvas of light, based on the colour of miniatures from the Indian 

Kangra period. There is an appearance of unreality. This is a world without buildings, land or 

three dimensional perspective. It is a past built on memory - Carly’s memory. Later we 

realise that these memories are shared by Pearl, retained from her life as the pregnant Biju, 

Kali’s friend. 

 

I looked at the work of Jeremy Blake, a digital art animator, and was influenced by his bright 

colours and moving abstract shapes. His work was used in the film ‘Punch Drunk Love’ to 

show a cascade of emotions experienced by the main character, played by Adam Sandler. 
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Using a digital image of a picture of Krishna from the Kangra period, I blurred it and then 

created paths of movement around what were now blotches of colour. Some patterns of 

movement emphasised the red palette and these were used as backgrounds in the scenes 

involving fire. Others featured rich blues, and these became the backgrounds for the scenes 

that included water, such as at the lotus pool.  

 

Backgrounds were created first in Toon Boom or Photoshop, often as solid colour, then 

modified using the software ‘Painter’ to add variety and texture. Originally the walls inside 

Carly’s house were a plain lemon colour. This was too bright when viewed, so the colour was 

adjusted to different shades of green.  

 

The backgrounds were created following the animation of the characters, so the work in 

progress looked quite bare. Many elements were added during the completion of the 

backgrounds, most unplanned at the beginning of animation. The Fitzroy photos were used as 

a basis for buildings in the urban landscape. I vectorised them in Toon Boom, then filled the 

layer below with solid colour in Photoshop or Toon Boom. Some buildings were given a 

textured surface in Painter. I cloned bluestones from photos taken in Fitzroy. The 

backgrounds have more detail and more variety of colour than the characters, and this is 

standard for many animations eg Spirited Away, or Ponyo, with its seascape and island home 

of the main character. In these films by Miyazaki, the landscape is like a character, and in my 

film, the Fitzroy landscape has its own identity and flavour. The houses and landmarks, 

although rearranged, are based on existing buildings within the boundaries of a few blocks in 

Fitzroy. 

Dialogue 

The original screenplay is attached. See Appendix 5. 

The title was originally ‘Kali,’ and then ‘The Red Hands.’ Scenes and dialogue were removed 

and replaced with images and gestures to show meaning. Lou’s interest in Carly in the 

present existed in a former version, but scenes related to this were removed.  

Visual literacy  

Eventually, about 75% of written dialogue was discarded, as I found ways to show visually 

rather than tell aurally. ‘Show, don’t tell’ is the aphorism. 
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The camera lingers on a photo. We know that this is Pearl’s father because he has a baby 

Pearl in his arms. He looks at her with love. A little altar has been constructed around the 

photo, with flowers and a candle. Pearl is remembering her father, who died of AIDS. Her 

father has a dimple and wears an earring. All this information might take up a chapter of a 

book, or may be fed to the audience over twenty minutes of live action. In the animation, four 

seconds should suffice. 

 

The photo of Rowena at the bonfire night holds a wealth of information. She was once a 

young, beautiful, spiritual hippy with a similarly cool boyfriend. The viewer can take in 

information very quickly.  

 

In the animation, ‘The Iron Giant,’ (Bird, 1999), we scan the photo of the boy’s father, know 

that he was a pilot, assume that he was killed in his plane. The photo is not dwelled upon, just 

glanced, seemingly by accident. The director asked a focus group who reported that they had 

grasped the significance of the photo by the phone. (Thomas & Johnston, 1995) 

Recording voices 

In the animation studio, I auditioned third year actors from the drama department at the VCA. 

I listened to their voices and also watched their performances in a Commedia dell’Arte 

production at a theatre within the drama school.  I made final choices about the actors before 

recording so that each actor only read one part.  

 

Actor voices were recorded in one session, in a soundproofed booth. After a decade of 

teaching drama, I was able to quickly communicate what I needed as a director, and the 

actors responded with focus and enthusiasm. 

 

Compositing and editing  

I rendered all the sequences from After Effects into Premiere Pro, having already added 

transitional effects such as fades and blackouts. Jayendra Birchall, the composer, had created 

original music and I added this, along with my own recorded sound effects, adjusting 

volumes to appropriate levels. This was exported as a Quicktime movie. 
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Discussion – The Animated film  

I set out to explore reincarnation by making a creative work, incorporating the themes 

discovered from participant interviews into the narrative of the animated film. 

Ways of remembering 

Carly remembers flames when Rowena tells the story of the phoenix. In a photo of her as a 

child, we see that she feared the bonfire and climbed a tree to escape it. 

 

The busker has past memories, and he tells Pearl that ‘his soul burns.’ Because of his 

religious beliefs as a swami in the past life, he made no attempt to stop the burning of Kali. 

He bows in a Namaste gesture as Carly closes the curtains. He tells Pearl about suttee.  

 

Pearl is reminded of her past life when she is in the lotus pool, arranging Carly’s hair in the 

way that she did when she was Biju.  

 

When Carly sees the suttee wall with its handprints, she places her hands on the prints and is 

transported back to her past life as an Indian princess.  

 

Pearl enters her past life through the portal of the chalk mandala that she created. 

The Significance of Place 

Pearl and Carly unconsciously choose objects and activities relating to their past life in India. 

There is an image of Ganesh, the Indian god who is the remover of obstacles, in Carly’s 

lounge room and in Pearl’s bedroom. The shrine to Pearl’s father resembles an Indian puja 

which would normally be dedicated to a god. Pearl is particularly fond of her toy elephant. 

She has a doll wearing a red sari, a queen with a crown, and a Rajasthani toy camel. She has 

chosen a bedspread depicting lotuses.  

 

In one childhood photo of Carly, she is doing yoga. In another she has dressed in a sari and is 

applying a red dot to her forehead.  

 

Pearl and Carly go to India, to the Palace Holiday Hotel, which was once their home in a past 

life. 
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After delivering a baby, Carly walks home through a cemetery, under a bridge which has 

handprint graffiti which resembles the handprints made by Satis in the past.  

 

The busker wears no shoes, as is the custom in India.  

Connections 

Most of the characters, apart from Rowena, were together in a past lifetime in India. 

 

Pearl and Carly were best friends in the past life when they were Biju and Kali. 

 

Pearl and Carly have connections to Lou, their neighbour. In the past, he was the prime 

minister, who had control of the Kingdom because of the King’s illness. He exhibits the 

qualities of being devious and callous in both lifetimes. He kills the busker. As the prime 

minister, Lou murdered Carly in the past life. 

 

Ellie, Lou’s wife, wears a particular pendant, which can be seen around the neck of a deer in 

the past life, indicating that she was an animal in the palace gardens.  

 

Rowena, Pearl’s grandmother, is reborn as Amber, Ellie and Lou’s baby. She is reborn close 

to her most recent family and continues their relationship in her new life. 

 

The Swami who made no attempt to stop the burning of Kali, is reborn as the disturbed 

busker, Neil, who is befriended by Pearl. He still worships the goddess Kali. 

 

In Carly’s childhood photo, we see that Lou and Ellie were also present, so they have known 

each other throughout their lives. 

 

Although I have not indicated this in the final animation, Pearl’s father, who died young, was 

the King who died prematurely. He finally gave Carly a child. 

Transition 

When Pearl’s grandmother, Rowena, dies, we see her change to an owl and then become 

Amber, Ellie and Lou’s baby, who is born next door.  
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When the busker is hit by Lou’s car, he ascends to the stars and resumes his previous 

appearance as the past life Swami, as if his lifetime as the busker was a temporary interlude.  

Spiritual practices 

Carly and Pearl both practice yoga, just as Kali and Biju practiced in the past life, under the 

guidance of the Swami. They meditate in a temple. 

 

The original Kali is the goddess of time, and these characters are like time travellers.  

 

Carly places marigolds on Neil’s roadside shrine, and these are flowers used for worship in 

India. The goddess Kali depicted in the poster receives these flowers as an offering in honour 

of her dead devotee, the busker.   

 

Lou burns the poster of Kali, but instead of obliterating her, the poster becomes sacred ash 

used in worship. Rowena’s body also becomes ash, and Pearl and Carly throw it into the sea, 

and have a vision of the phoenix.  

 

After the busker’s death, Pearl waves the sparkler in a figure eight to make the image of 

eternity, and of the eternal cycle of renewal, which pertains to reincarnation.  

Karma finally catches up with Lou, who is taken away by the police because of killing the 

busker.  

Authenticity 

Carly and Ellie have a vision of an Indian palace from their past life, in place of the Fitzroy 

town hall.  

 

When Amber is a toddler, she indicates a picture of a pearl, and this is recognised by the child 

Pearl. Rowena and Pearl had previously agreed that this would be the code word which 

would identify Rowena in her next life.  

 

In the lotus pond, and later at the swimming pool, Pearl indicates her memory of Carly in a 

past life when she says, ‘Let’s pretend that you are a princess, and one day you will be 

queen.’  
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This project is about cycles, repetition, time and lifetimes, and this is reflected in the structure 

of the film. It is intended to be perpetually available on a website, where it can be viewed 

many times, with reference to the thesis. There are layers of meaning, images, and hidden 

facts within the story which can be discovered with multiple viewings.  

Please now view the animated film, ‘The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly.’ 

 

Style and Structure 

The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly is a narrative based on the memories of the child, Pearl. 

Its title recalls the title of a picture book, and the style has a taste of a child’s drawing. I chose 

this visual style to reflect the content of the story. The picture book appearance of scenes 

involving Pearl reflect that Pearl is the narrator, looking back on her early life now that she is 

an adult. It was important to use a style that could incorporate elements of imagination and 

fantasy, and I have no interest in artistic realism. 

 

This animation has been purposely created in a ‘retro’ style. It is 2D hand drawn animation, 

the type used by Walt Disney in his first animation, Steamboat Willie. (Disney & Iwerks, 

1928).  I wanted to have the experience of hand drawing every frame of the movie as the 

early animators did, to experience the foundations of the practice of animation. 

 

The first keyframe animation was Gertie the Dinosaur, in 1914, by Winsor McCay, and like 

‘The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly’, it contained intertitles. (McCay & animator, 1914) 

 

Intertitles were used before sound was introduced to film in 1927. These feature white 

writing on a black screen often with a decorative linear frame. Speech is written in ‘dialogue 

intertitles’ and description or narrative is written in ‘expository intertitles.’ (DeSimone, 

2017). I have used expository intertitles to signal examples of the six themes, and also to 

move the story along without adding extra minutes of animation and drawing. 

 

My style of painting has been influenced most by two Post Impressionist painters. Paul 

Gauguin is the first, when he was in Tahiti in the 1890s. La Orana Mary is an example of 

Gauguin’s work. (Gauguin, 1891) 
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Henri Matisse has been most influential, particularly in the period when he was painting 

Odalisques, in the 1920s. Odalisque in Red Jacket is a characteristic example. (Matisse, 

1927) 

 

I have also been influenced by Pablo Picasso’s line drawings such as Olga Kokhlova in a hat 

with plumage. (Picasso, 1920) Another influence is Egyptian wall friezes such as the 

banqueting scene at the Nebamun Tomb chapel. (unknown, c 1350 BC) These limited and 

stylised gestures have been used in my animation, and I have also used the narrow depth of 

field. These influences have, over decades of practice, informed my style of image making. 

 

Periods of time spent in India have given me a love of bright colours and the Baroque forms 

of Indian gods and goddesses. These bright colours and inclusions of gods and goddesses 

reflect that part of the story is set in ancient India.  

 

I have avoided using the popular outline of a hero’s journey as the structure for my film. In 

this journey, the protagonist is called to adventure, meets a mentor, undergoes tests and is 

rewarded, then returns with a prize. This is a basic outline. There are twelve sections in the 

journey. (Campbell 2015, first published 1949.) Instead, my narrative is circular and 

repetitive, with many chapters, as in long and involved Indian tales within tales, such as the 

story of Narada, Krishna and the glass of water. Sage Narada appears in the ancient Sanskit 

epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana.  

 

In this story, Sage Narada asks the god Krishna about the nature of Maya, or ‘illusion.’ 

To demonstrate, Krishna sends Narada to get a glass of water. Narada finds a village, goes to 

a house to get water, and finds a beautiful girl. Narada becomes distracted.  

He marries the girl, and they have children, and then grandchildren. Years pass. A flood 

comes and everything and everyone is swept away, except Narada.  

In his moment of need, Narada remembers the Lord and calls for Krishna. Krishna appears 

and says, ‘Where is my glass of water?’ 

A longer version of this story can be read at: 

http://bhagavatam-katha.blogspot.com.au/2014/11/bhakti-story-narada-muni-and-power-

of.html 
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The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly has a narrative, but it is also didactic. It is a hybrid 

which does not conform to traditional styles of storytelling. It contains a touch of Magical 

Realism, where time is non-linear, where the magical is interwoven into, and part of reality. 

Examples of this genre are:  

Amelie, Jean Paul Jeunet. France, Germany. 2001 

Midnight in Paris, Woody Allen. Spain, USA, France. 2001 

Howl’s Moving Castle, Hayao Miyasaki. Japan. 2004. 

 

Signs and Symbols 

The film is full of signs and symbols, mostly appropriated from Hindu images. Members of 

Carly’s household have a preference for posters of Indian gods and goddesses, such as 

Ganesh. Pearl’s toys are a Rajasthani camel, a doll who wears a crown and is wrapped in a 

red wedding sari, and an elephant. Pearl’s bedspread is patterned with lotuses. The inclination 

towards Indian decorations and playthings has its origins in their past lives.  

 

The family have created an altar, or puja, which is used for worship, and is dedicated to 

Pearl’s dead father. On this puja we see his photo, and it is decorated with a candle, symbolic 

of spiritual illumination. Pearl offers flowers. Marigolds are auspicious, representing the sun 

in Hindu culture. In Mexico, on the day of the dead, Dia los Muertos, marigolds are used to 

attract the dead. 

 

The carnations are white and red, symbolising the Hindu god Shiva, and his consort Shakti. 

Shiva’s colour is white, and he represents consciousness. Shakti represents action, and her 

colour is red. (Daksha Sheth dance company, 2017) 

 

The goddess Kali, in the busker’s poster, accepts the offering of flowers, which is auspicious 

for the busker, and for Pearl and Carly. By magic, the flowers appear in the bowl which 

previously contained blood. Kali’s tear falls on a reflection of Pearl and Carly, blessing them. 

Lou likes to make fire, as he did in his past life as Prime Minister. He desecrates the poster of 

Kali by burning it, but because of its holiness, it becomes sacred ash, or vibhuti, sacred to 

Lord Shiva.  Vibhuti is applied to the body during worship. (Jayaram, 2017) 
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This ash flies away to become Pearl’s sparkler. She paints with light, like Picasso. Pearl 

waves the sparkler to form the symbol for eternity. This resembles the Ouroboros, a serpent 

which has its tail in its mouth. The Ouroboros is an image of recurring cycles and recreation. 

(The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018. Ouroboros) 

 

This waving of light, or Arati, is also a common practice in Hinduism. Carly and Pearl also 

have incense burning, as is traditional during Arati.  

 

The red hands appear throughout the film. When Carly leaves her washing up because she is 

upset about talk of Rowena’s death, she leaves behind red gloves. These gloves appear in the 

scene where she has just delivered a baby.  

 

When the busker removes his hands from the window, he leaves an imprint of the Sati hands, 

showing his connection to the Indian past life. This also symbolises that he has blood on his 

hands from the lifetime as a Swami, when he did nothing to prevent Carly’s death. 

 

The most significant appearance of the red hands is on the Sati wall, where generations of 

widows leave their mark before burning to death. This is where past and present merge. It is a 

liminal space, and a portal to another lifetime.  

 

The busker is haunted by his past life crimes, and he is a little deranged. He calls out that his 

heart and soul are burning, and he tries to banish his fiendish memories. He is like Mad Tom 

in King Lear, on the heath in a storm. 

 

Edgar as Poor Tom 

…...Away! the foul fiend follows me!.... Who gives anything to poor Tom? whom the foul 

fiend hath led through fire and through flame……….Beware my follower. Peace, Smulkin! 

peace, thou fiend! (Shakespeare, written 1605) 

 

In many cultures, birds are a symbol for the soul. They are messengers that can travel 

between earth and heaven. The love birds are a symbol for happiness in relationship, for all 

that the bride Kali missed. At her death, Kali’s immortal soul transforms into a love bird and 

flies free. Doves symbolise peace. The phoenix is the symbol of rebirth.  
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When the busker dies, we see an Om in the night sky. This is an image of the divine 

primordial sound from which the universe was created, according to Hindu beliefs. The moon 

from the Om symbol sits on the forehead of the Swami, who becomes like Shiva, the creator 

of the universe. In the present, in Ellie’s kitchen, Carly wears an Om pendant around her 

neck.  

 

Rowena blows out the candle for practical reasons, so as not to leave Pearl alone in a house 

with a naked flame. This extinguishing of a candle flame also symbolises the snuffing out of 

a life. 

 

At her death, which Rowena has predicted to Pearl, Rowena becomes a wise owl, a bird 

symbolic of the soul, leaving her body and soaring upwards to heaven, but instead changing 

direction as she flies downwards to be Ellie’s baby. Her wings are the last to go, making 

Amber look like one of Raphael’s cherubs from the Sistine Madonna.  

 

Carly announces that the baby’s name is Amber. Amber is an ancient fossilised resin. It is 

precious, and it may contain an insect, as Amber’s human body is home to a soul.  

 

When Carly travels homeward the train doors open onto a cemetery. Carly journeys from 

delivering a baby, to the life and noise of the train, then to a cemetery with death surrounding 

her. She goes under an archway, a liminal space, and is reborn into light and colour.  

 

Like Lady Macbeth, another murderer, Lou tries to wash away evidence of his crime by 

cleaning the Lamborghini. 

 

The Rangoli, the chalk drawing made by Pearl, is another portal. In the film, Mary Poppins, 

Bert, Mary Poppins and the children jump into a chalk drawing with a puff of chalk dust. 

Pearl enters the chalk drawing head first and emerges riding an elephant like the princess she 

once was. (Stevenson, 1964) 

 

When Kali marries, the prime minister holds the royal sword, which symbolises the King, 

who is too ill to attend. A sacred flame burns in the deepa. The priest throws rose petals for 

love and rice for fertility.  
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A deer and a peacock traditionally accompany Lord Krishna. We see that the deer in India 

past wears Ellie’s necklace. This is a sign that Ellie was once an animal.  

 

The Swami wears a white sacred thread symbolising the three goddesses, Parvati, Lakshmi 

and Sarasvati, and showing that he is a Brahmin.  

 

When Kali is widowed, women break her bangles, rip her necklace so the beads spill, and cut 

her hair. Once she is wrapped in a white sari, she appears with the traditional signs of 

widowhood. 

 

Carly, Ellie and their families are at the Fitzroy pool, and here is an homage to Helen Garner 

and the concerned pool manager in the 1977 novel, Monkey Grip. The manager had Aqua 

Profonda painted in the pool because he was regularly having to rescue new migrants. It is 

meant to translate as ‘Deep Water’, but it is, incorrectly, a mix of Latin and Italian. 

 

The golden disks which rotate to show Carly and Pearl in their previous lifetime have 

patterns from Indian coins from that era.  

 

Conclusion  

In this multidisciplinary thesis I have examined literature on reincarnation under three 

headings: Psychological, Spiritual, and Religious. I have summarised the work and teachings 

on reincarnation of the psychologist Carl Jung; the 20th century American reincarnation 

expert Ian Stevenson; the Dalai Lama, leader of the Buddhists; the 20th century yogi who 

pioneered the beginnings of yoga in America, Paramahansa Yogananda; and the Jewish 

Rabbi Yonassan Gershom.   

 

Many stories were collected by Stevenson, using rigorous methods to check authenticity. 

Contemporary children have access to knowledge that is unprecedented. Because of the vast 

amount of information now available on the internet, it will be more difficult to use 

Stevenson’s methods in future, where he relied on children knowing little about other people, 

other locations, and facts about historical events. Jim Tucker continues this work with his 

book of reincarnation stories, Return to Life. (Tucker, 2013) However, social media and the 
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internet may be useful in locating information about significant events that a child reports, 

and also in locating those people that the child identifies as past life relatives. 

 

I interviewed 33 participants and analysed these interviews, isolating six main themes, 

labelled Ways of Remembering, The Significance of Place, Connection, Transition, Spiritual 

Practices, and Authenticity. Through analysis, I demonstrated that films which mention 

reincarnation also illustrate some of these themes, whether by chance or design. The films 

analysed each contain one or more of these themes incidentally. These themes also appear in 

reports from proponents of different religions and cultures. I applied these six themes to 29 

individual films dealing with reincarnation, reviewing and analysing these films through the 

prism of these themes. The distilling of six specific themes from the interviews presents a 

framework for the analysis of material related to the topic of reincarnation, including its 

treatment in film. The discovery of these themes adds to the stock of universal key concepts 

which can be used to discuss reincarnation. 

 

Interviewees were mostly drawn from a pool of restricted people: invited Melbourne yoga 

practitioners. This was a coherent sample, but not random. These were mostly people that I 

knew or who knew each other. This kind of group has not been covered in previous analysis 

by other reincarnation researchers. Interviewing people from other cultures, other countries, 

adherence to a particular religion, or with wider age range may have elicited further themes. 

I note that participant interviews had many more examples relating to location, Place, than 

occurred in films. 

 

Inspired by a particular reincarnation story from the interviews, I researched the subject of 

Sati or suttee, the death of a widow by burning, which was believed to lead to her gaining 

merit for her subsequent lifetimes. I was shocked to read that suttee was still taking place in 

India in the 21st century, despite having been officially abolished by the British in 1829. 

 

I developed characters, composed dialogue, and wrote a screenplay set in the two locations of 

inner city Melbourne in Australia, and India. These are places where I have lived, and I know 

them and feel connected to them. The storyline contains a fusion of eastern traditional beliefs 

within a depiction of a western way of life and location. Symbols are drawn from Hindu 

culture and yogic imagery. These activities led to the creation of an independent form of 
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animation based on the masala style of Bollywood cinema, influenced by the early 20th 

century animators, by post impressionism, and by Egyptian wall paintings.  

 

Elements of production were documented, including line tests, software choices, a 

storyboard, colour scheme, backgrounds, and information on recording actors. Uncommonly, 

in this animation, the main characters are females who interact with each other, so I have 

added to the comparatively small group of films for adults which have females with agency 

as the main protagonists. This animation is intended to be viewed online multiple times so 

that layers of meaning can be discovered. It can be viewed in conjunction with the thesis. The 

activities above fulfilled my aim of finding common elements in reincarnation stories and 

teachings, and of using these as the inspiration for an animated film. 

 

The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly uses an original style where narrative storyline is 

interspersed with documented research. It has been created from multiple sources woven into 

a cohesive whole. Although relatively brief, it demonstrates how a complex concept can be 

conveyed in artistic form. It incorporates visual symbols and icons from Hinduism into an 

Australian context.  

 

It was my aim to include international films for analysis, and this was possible when the films 

were subtitled, but some films could not be viewed because of a lack of subtitles or 

translation. Forty films were reviewed, and 24 were presented, due to word limitations. Some 

films were excluded because of their superficial treatment of reincarnation, and also because 

of low production values.  

 

Whether by design or through tapping into the collective unconscious, a number of films 

touching on reincarnation feature a triangular configuration, with the wide part of the triangle 

at the bottom, converging at a point towards the top of the screen. In Little Buddha, Jesse’s 

father Dean hears that his friend has killed himself. Dean is in his car, on a bridge 

overlooking a freeway where cars are retreating directly away, converging at a point in the 

distance. This image is about all life heading to the point of transition – death. A similar 

image appears in The Fountain, Fluke, Valley of Flowers, and The Reincarnation of Golden 

Lotus.  
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This practice-based study has included creating animation, and I have used traditional as well 

as current animation practices, such as hand drawing, using a pen with a wacom tablet, and 

using computer programs for rendering. Having access to a studio of animators would mean 

that films could be made far more quickly and in a more sophisticated style, if this was 

desirable. Extra time was spent learning unfamiliar software for production because the 

software previously used was less useful.  For example, ToonBoom was substituted for 

Photoshop, because of the ease of creating and then filling outlines. This meant that the 

project was more time consuming, although it had no effect on the final product. Different 

size formats, more advanced software, virtual reality, larger screens for home viewing will 

enhance animation in the future. 

 

My research fits within the field of reincarnation research, and also within the area of cinema 

and animation. Previously there has been little research on past lives, and very little on adult 

subjects who practice yoga and meditation. This thesis adds to existing research documenting 

stories told of past lives. Reincarnation research by Ian Stevenson began first in Asian 

countries, followed by the USA, and then in Europe. My research is unusual because of being 

based on adult subjects who practise meditation and yoga, located mostly in Melbourne, 

Australia. This thesis illustrates that films about reincarnation originate in different countries, 

showing that an interest in depicting reincarnation is not limited to countries where Buddhism 

and Hinduism predominate. 

 

To further this research using creative means, I intend to make a documentary film using the 

material from the interviews, and to produce a graphic novel or create a website using this 

same material, after gaining consent from the participants.  

 

How can reincarnation be proven? Using today’s methods, ie without access to time travel, 

we can only listen to the stories of those who report details of their past lives, and check to 

see if their stories can be verified. Knowledge can be gained by our own experience, as well 

as through literature and the teachings of others, so through the personal practice of yoga and 

meditation, we may be able to gain insight into our own past lives. 

 

I found it interesting that some individual participants independently reported having known 

each other in past lifetimes. Two sisters, known as DAF and BF believed that they had been 

mother and child in a past life. DAF’s son used to say that he and his aunt would go on the 
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swings when they were once children together. In the section on authenticity, participants 

report on events and recognition which I find difficult to explain in any other way apart from 

past lives, unless the information comes from other paranormal means.  

 

I feel that I have enough material to inspire creative projects without collecting more stories, 

though this is a way that this research could be expanded in the future. The collection of 

reincarnation stories could be continued world-wide. It would be particularly interesting to 

interview indigenous people in Australia.  Focusing on yogis and meditators is also likely to 

provide a rich vein of material. 

 

As with any endeavour, there were limitations of time, scope, and deadlines. Despite this, the 

completion of this practice-based thesis meant that the research topic was covered 

extensively, in written form and in creative expression. The animation illustrates a 

representative case study which displays the six themes revealed in the interviews. The 

circular narrative follows the repetitive movement of reincarnation. Simple hand drawing 

conveys complex information to form a successful animated film, incorporating, as intended,  

common elements drawn from stories from world religions and cultures, in films made from 

1990 to 2010, and the lived experience of yoga practitioners.   
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Sumitra Phoenix 

Masters student Film&TV (animation) VCA, University of Melbourne 

ph: 9489 6081 

phoenix@phoenixillustration.com 

 

Professor Alun Jackson (supervisor)    

School of Social Work, University of Melbourne 

ph: 8344 9402        

aluncj@unimelb.edu.au 
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Project: “Reincarnation, Rebirth, Transmigration” 

 

Introduction 

You are being asked to participate in this study by Sumitra Phoenix because you have indicated that 

you have stories to tell regarding reincarnation. Stories by various participants will inform the writing 

of a fictional narrative for an animated film. This project has been approved by the Human Research 

Ethics Committee.  

 

What will I be asked to do? 

Should you agree to participate, you will be interviewed by Sumitra Phoenix for a period of between 

one and two hours about recollections that you associate with the experience of reincarnation.  

 

How will my confidentiality be protected? 

Data collected which is identified with your name will be read only by Sumitra Phoenix. In the final 

transcript you will be referred to by a pseudonym.  The data will be kept securely for at least five 

years before being destroyed.  

 

How will I receive feedback? 

You will be able to read the thesis on application to the University of Melbourne. You will be 

informed about screenings of the animated film.  

 

Can I withdraw at any stage of the process? 

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you wish to withdraw at any stage, or to withdraw any 

unprocessed data you have supplied, you are free to do so. 

Where can I get further information? 

Should you require any further information, or have any concerns, please contact Sumitra Phoenix on 

the number given above.  Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are 

welcome to contact Dr Lachlan MacDowall, Research Coordinator, VCA, The University of 

Melbourne. 9685 9087 (ext.587) l.macdowall @vca.unimelb.edu.au 

 

How do I agree to participate? 

If you would like to participate, please indicate that you have read and understood this information by 

signing the accompanying consent form.  
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Appendix 2. Consent Form  

 

Victorian College of the Arts 

University of Melbourne 

Consent form for persons participating in research projects 

 

PROJECT TITLE: Reincarnation, Rebirth, Transmigration 

 

Name of participant: 

Name of investigator(s): Masters Student: Sumitra Phoenix. Supervisor:Professor Alun 

Jackson 

 

1. I consent to participate in the project named above, the particulars of which - 

including details of an interview based on a questionnaire - have been explained to 

me.  A written copy of the information has been given to me to keep. 

 

2. I authorise the researcher to interview me and to collect data based on this interview. 

 

3. 

 

(a) I have been informed that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without 

explanation or prejudice and to withdraw any unprocessed data previously supplied; 

 

(b) The project is for the purpose of research  

 

(c) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be 

safeguarded subject to any legal requirements. 
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4. I consent to being interviewed and audiotaped or videotaped. I understand that I will 

be referred to by pseudonym in any publications arising from this research. 

 

Signature Date 

 (Participant) 

Sumitra Phoenix 

Masters student  

Film&TV (animation) VCA 

University of Melbourne 

ph: 9489 6081 

phoenix@phoenixillustration.com 

 

Professor Alun Jackson (supervisor)    

School of Social Work 

University of Melbourne 

ph: 8344 9402        

aluncj@unimelb.edu.au 

 

Appendix 3. Reincarnation Research Study Questionnaire 

This questionnaire is the basis for the interview 

 

Demographics  

1. Your name (confidential, for identification in research study) 

2. Gender. 

3. Stage of life. Are you in your 20s, 30s, 50s, 60s? 

4. Ethnic background. 

5. Occupation/s or former occupation. 

6. Contact details: phone, email. 

 

Background 
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7. When did you first come across the idea of reincarnation? 

8. When did you first believe that reincarnation was a possibility/reality? 

9. When did you first think that you may have lived before? 

10. What was your original religious background? 

11. What is your religious or spiritual affiliation now? 

12. Did your family believe in reincarnation, or were you educated with teachings 

sympathetic to reincarnation? 

13. How long have you been practising yoga? 

14. How long into the practice did you begin to recall a previous existence, or was it 

recalled before you began yoga? 

 

Recalling and Remembering 

15. What were the circumstances of your first knowledge of your own reincarnation? 

16. What was the context eg. meditation, vision, dream, reverie, waking, hypnosis, 

drawing conclusions from experiences over time? 

17. What was your experience of time when you were recalling the past life? Did time 

pass quickly or slowly? 

18. Were there any signposts eg in childhood experiences, fears or preferences, talents 

which were obvious from an early age, feeling of connection to people or places not 

yet seen?  

 

The facts, the details 

19. What do you remember about the most vivid past life?  

Please be expansive – everything in detail. 

20.  What do you remember about other past lives? 

21.  Are subsequent experiences the same eg in first vivid meditation, in recalling? 

22.  Do you have any confirmation of your existence in another lifetime, or hints that it 

was possible? eg recognising a historical building or character, coming across actual 

records of a person with your circumstances, knowing details of people or events that 

cannot be reasonably explained. 

 

People from the past 

23.  Do you have the impression that anyone around you now was with you in a past 

existence? Why? 
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24. What relationship does that person have with you now? 

25. What was their relationship with you in the past? 

26. What characteristics does this person have now that were evident in the past life? 

27. What links you to this person in the present? 

28. Does your continuing relationship with this person in the present have its origins with 

events in a past existence?  

(If there are others that you identify as having been with you in a previous existence, 

please repeat this section in relation to these other individuals.) 

 

Your interpretations 

29. How do you explain reincarnation and how does it fit in with your beliefs and 

experience in the present? 

30. Why do you believe that yours is an authentic experience? 

31.  How do you interpret your memories of a past existence? 

 

Finally 

32.  Can you identify anyone else who might be interested to be interviewed for this 

research on reincarnation? 

33.  Is there anything you would like to add to the information you have already given? 

 

Appendix 4. Occupations of interviewees 

1. university professor 

2. nurse 

3. executive chairman of company 

4. nurse 

5. Chinese medicine practitioner 

6. Musical instrument maker 

7. Executive coach 

8. Naturopath 

9. yoga shop employee 

10. retail business owner 

11. philanthropic executive 
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12. psychologist in private practice 

13. writer studying art therapy 

14. systems accountant 

15. actor 

16. graphic designer 

17. nanny studying shiatsu 

18. dress designer and costume maker 

19. PhD candidate and theatre practitioner 

20. holistic veterinarian 

21. environmental consultant 

22. house painter 

23. medical transcriptionist 

24. employee in interpreting services in immigration 

25. food business owner 

26. employee of conservation organization 

27. medical secretary 

28. music teacher 

29. author 

30. child care worker  

31. emeritus professor 

32. Doctor traditional Chinese medicine 

33. secretary at a private school 

34. PhD candidate 

35.  

Appendix 5. The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly, 

Screenplay  

This is the original screenplay. Scenes were reordered, and also removed to simplify the 

narrative. Dialogue was cut because the images in the animation were sufficient to take the 

place of dialogue.  
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The Reincarnation of Pearl and Carly 

Summary: 

Carly, a midwife, lives in Fitzroy with her daughter Pearl. Her mother, Rowena, is dying. A 

busker plays outside their window. Their neighbours are Lou and his pregnant wife Ellie.  

Carly remembers a past life as Kali, an Indian princess forced to commit suttee centuries 

ago. She was not alone.  

 

1. INT UNIVERSE EVENING  1. 

 

A soul descends through the Universe, through the night sky, into a house. It is a point of 

light.  

 

2. INT HOUSEHOLD  EVENING  2. 

 

A woman gives birth in her home. We hear the first breath and cry. Carly catches the baby.  

The rain drums on the tin roof.  

 

3. EXT FITZROY  EVENING  3. 

 

Carly walks under a railway bridge which has graffiti like red sati handprints.  

 

She approaches her house, walking down Moor Street in gentle rain.  

 

We see the moon over the Fitzroy Town Hall, and the Neil the busker is packing up at the end 

of her side street, across from her house.  He has a poster of the goddess Kali, and he rolls it 

up with reverence. There is a cemetery at the end of the side street. We see the side street and 

surrounding houses. Carly’s house is on the corner, part of a terrace, with the kitchen window 

facing into the side street.  

 

Carly is unlocking her door as Lou is getting into his sportscar.  

 

He looks her up and down without her noticing, and lights his cigarette.  
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4.  INT    CARLY’S HOUSE       EVENING  4. 

 

There is a light on downstairs. Rowena’s is reading to Pearl and they are both absorbed in the 

story. Rowena’s head is wrapped in a scarf because she has lost her hair. The house is 

sparsely furnished. Rowena’s shelves are lined with books on myths and legends, and there is 

a photo of her wearing an academic gown, giving a lecture to a large group. We hear Lou’s 

characteristic car horn as he drives off.  

  

We see a photo of Carly’s dead husband on a side table. Pearl has put some toys in front of it 

and a flower, like a shrine. We see young Carly in a nurse’s uniform, with a baby under each 

arm, smiling and carefree. Two black fish swim in a little aquarium.  

 

Carly walks through her house to take the washing down and Ellie leans out the window and 

waves, her heavily pregnant belly visible over the windowsill. She wears a mirrored top from 

Rajasthan.  

 

Carly looks up to acknowledge her and we pan up to the moon over Fitzroy Town Hall.  

 

5. EXT CARLY’S BACKYARD MORNING 5. 

 

Carly runs out into the backyard to get her knickers off the line after her morning shower. As 

she pulls off the pegs her towel falls off. She grabs it and runs indoors.  

 

Pan to Lou watching from the upstairs window.  

 

6. EXT CARLY’S STREET MORNING 6. 

 

We see the worn poster of Kali on the brick wall behind the busker. The busker, Neil, finds it 

easier for him to relate to the accepting little girl than to adults, although he has no idea of 

what is appropriate information for her. 

 

Neil makes a song for Pearl with rhymes.  
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Carly can see them through the window. She has decided that although his behaviour is 

strange, he is harmless. 

 

He flaps his arms and does a circular dance, and Pearl copies him. (in the style of Lear’s Poor 

Tom) 

Busker 

 Fire burns, firefly, soul flies 

Flee fly, flo fly away 

Heart flies, soul burns. 

He stops dancing and speaks sadly. 

Busker 

My soul burns. 

He bends down to whisper in Pearl’s ear. The busker tells Pearl about suttee, and she puts her 

hands over her mouth in horror. No dialogue. She runs inside.  

 

7. INT CARLY’S HOUSE MORNING  7. 

 

The busker is looking in their window, puzzled that Pearl ran off. His hands are on the 

window, head to one side. Pearl puts her hands on the window to meet his. Carly nods to him 

and pulls across the curtain to block his view. He bows with palms together, like a namaste 

Indian greeting, as the curtain covers the window. 

 

Pearl 

Neil says in India the wives burn in the fierce fire. 

Rowena and Carly look quizzically at each other. Rowena realises what the busker has told 

Pearl. 

Rowena 

(to Carly) Suttee. Widow burning. 

Rowena 

               (to Pearl) I’ll tell you another fire story. There is a miraculous bird called the 

Phoenix. When she reaches the end of her life she makes a fire and burns in it. In the warm 
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ashes is an egg, and out of the egg bursts the new firebird. The Phoenix! And she flies. And 

like the soul, she never dies.  

 

(We see the phoenix and the egg sequence as Rowena talks) 

Carly 

(shivers) I feel like someone just walked over my grave. 

 

8. INT YOGA CLASS EARLY EVENING 8. 

 

female yoga teacher 

This yoga pose is beneficial for the heart and also, they say, to remember past lives. 

 

The teacher smiles. Lou is also in this class, doing yoga at the back of the room, really only 

there to watch Carly. He snickers at the past life reference. Carly and the other participants 

are absorbed in their practices. 

 

9. INT CARLY’S HOUSE EARLY EVENING 9.  

 

While nostalgically looking through photo albums with Rowena, some of Carly’s childhood 

photos become animated. The audience sees all of these transformations, but Carly and 

Rowena don’t. Pearl is able to see what we see and she follows the images with wonder. We 

see images related to the past life as an Indian princess: 

Photo A: She performs a headstand as a young child. 

Photo B: Carly as an eight year old, with long hair in a plait down her back, dresses in a red 

sari with a veil over her head with bangles up her arms. She places a bindu, a red mark on 

her forehead. 

Photo C: Bonfire celebration a la Steiner school – mid winter festival. We see a young 

Rowena..   

Pearl 

Where is mummy? 

 

Carly 
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I didn’t like bonfires. 

 

She points to Photo D, which is just a still photo. 

Photo D: Carly at the festival on the same night up a tree in the darkness, hunched over and 

sheltering from the flames.   

 

Carly and Pearl hear Lou’s characteristic car horn, a screech of brakes and the sound of his 

car hitting the busker. They don’t realise what the sounds imply. The kettle boils so this 

sound partially masks the outside noises.  

 

Pearl has become tired and wants to go to bed.  

 

Pearl 

Where is my elephant? 

 

They turn to her and don’t investigate the noises, but rather look around for the soft toy.  

 

10. INT                   LOU AND ELLIE’S HOUSE   Later EVENING 10. 

 

Lou opens the door to Carly with finger to mouth indicating that Ellie is upstairs asleep.  

 

He gestures to the TV and pours another glass of wine.  

 

Carly stays and watches. He raises his arms in a yawn and puts his arm around Carly. She is 

half asleep and feeling very comfortable when she notices that Lou is stroking her breast.  

She becomes conscious.  

Carly 

Lou! 

 

Lou 

Stay. No one will know. 

 

We hear his door close. Carly has already left. 
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11. EXT                LOU AND ELLIE’S HOUSE    Later EVENING 11. 

 

As Carly walks next door to her house we see a dent in Lou’s car. Carly is thinking about 

Lou’s recent actions towards her and doesn’t notice.  

 

12. INT CARLY’S HOUSE  AFTERNOON  12.   

 

Pearl comes in with a bunch of flowers that was laid as a floral tribute to the busker and tries 

to put it up with the photo of her father. 

Pearl 

For my daddy. 

Carly realises that it is a tribute. 

Carly (gently) 

For somebody else, I think. 

 

She holds out her hand to Pearl and they go to see where it comes from, taking some 

marigolds from a jar of water. 

 

13. EXT CARLY’S HOUSE AFTERNOON 13.   

 

The busker’s possessions are abandoned. Pearl looks at Carly’s stricken face and sees that 

something serious is happening. She lays the flowers back in front of the tattered Kali picture, 

hoping to undo the damage and change the atmosphere by this action. She doesn’t understand 

yet that Neil is dead.  

 

Carly offers the marigolds. The goddess Kali, who is crying, bows slightly to acknowledge 

the flowers and they become part of the poster.  

 

Carly puts her arm around Pearl as comfort for them both.  

 

They pass Lou polishing his repaired car. He watches Carly by looking in his external rear 

vision mirror. Carly is absorbing the fact of the busker’s death so she doesn’t notice.  

 

The Kali poster rips down the middle, flaps, and flies off into the sky.  
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14. INT CARLY’S HOUSE EVENING 14. 

 

Rowena is stroking Pearl’s hair by the fire, prior to bedtime. Pearl is unsettled after Neil’s 

death. There is a candle burning in front of the photo of Pearl’s father, and a marigold.  

 

Pearl places a sparkler into the flame and waves it in an eternity figure eight as she talks 

 

Pearl 

and Neil died and I will die and mummy will die….. 

 

Rowena 

but not yet. Only me. 

 

Pearl  

and you will come back. 

 

Pearl goes to Rowena with arms outstretched and sits on her lap. 

 

Rowena (dreamily) 

I will be a little girl so I can play with you. 

 

Pearl (anxiously) 

But how will I know? (she is fingering her grandmother’s necklace of Pearls) 

 

Rowena 

I’ll show you a picture of something. 

 

Pearl 

Show me a pearl. 
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Carly is listening in as she washes dishes, so she is aware of the word. She smiles sadly. She 

is happy that Pearl is consoled, but sad that Rowena’s death is yet to come, and that it is 

unavoidable.  

 

15. INT CARLY’S HOUSE EVENING 15. 

 

Ellie (calling from next door) 

Lou’s gone out and the baby’s coming. 

 

Carly picks up her bag and goes next door to deliver the baby. 

 

16. INT ELLIE’S HOUSE EVENING 16. 

 

Ellie is on the bed with contractions coming close together, ready to push.  

 

17. INT CARLY’S HOUSE EVENING 17. 

 

Only Pearl is with Rowena. Rowena puts down the picture book and rocks her for a while. 

 

Rowena  

Pearl, I have to go now. 

 

18. INT ELLIE’S HOUSE EVENING 18. 

 

The baby’s head is crowning and Carly is lining up to catch the baby. The atmosphere is 

calm, and Ellie is focussed.  

 

19. INT CARLY’S HOUSE EVENING 19. 

 

Pearl (dreamily) 

When you are a baby, you have to show me a pearl. 

 

Rowena blows out the candle by the photo. They both appear to go to sleep. We see them 

from outside by the street light coming through the window.  
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19a. EXT ABOVE MOOR STREET EVENING 19a 

 

We see a tiny point of light trace a winding pathway upwards, leaving Carly’s house and 

hovering over the roof next door. It plunges into Ellie’s house. This is Rowena’s soul.  

 

20. INT ELLIE’S HOUSE EVENING 20. 

 

Ellie is lying with the newborn baby on her stomach looking at her with love and shaking her 

head with disbelief that she could be so whole and so beautiful. Carly is beaming from ear to 

ear.  

 

21. INT CARLY’S HOUSE EVENING 21. 

 

We hear the key turn in the lock. Carly enters to find Rowena with her arm around the 

sleeping Pearl. She brushes Pearl’s hair from her eyes and whispers to Rowena. 

 

Carly  

Its a girl. ‘Amber.’ 

 

Carly puts her hand to her mouth as it dawns on her the Rowena is dead. 

 

22. EXT CARLY’S HOUSE AFTERNOON  22. 

 

As Carly and Pearl drive off, Lou is being led away by the police.  

 

Pearl turns her head to watch through the back window of the car, but Carly is focussed on 

the gravity of transporting Rowena’s ashes which are in a cardboard box on the front seat.  

 

23. EXT RYE BACK BEACH EVENING 23. 

 

Carly and Pearl scatter Rowena’s ashes in the ocean.  

 

Pearl  
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fly!  

Flee fly, flo, fly away! 

 

Pearl gravely does a circular dance.  

 

As Carly continues to throw the ashes, they make shapes like bird wings and tail feathers.  

 

They brush the ashes from their hands, task over. The mood changes. 

 

Pearl and Carly look at each other playfully and plunge in to the ocean themselves.  

 

Pan to the sun setting in the vast sky above them. Shape of a phoenix forms in the clouds. 

God rays.   

 

The Present – India 

 

24. EXT INDIAN HOTEL DAY           24. 

 

We pan down to a location in India, Carly and Pearl walk in the garden of the hotel which 

was once a palace. Bougainvillea grows across the rooftops. There are peacocks and gardens, 

and they play with the deer. Pearl rides the baby elephant. (montage) 

 

They swim in the lotus pool.  

 

Pearl makes a chalk mandala with a little girl from Bombay with her mother in the 

background. In the centre of the mandala is her depiction of Rowena on an elephant.  

 

Carly notices this and smiles to herself, thinking that Rowena would be amused.  

 

She sets out for the local village. 

 

25. EXT SATI MONUMENT DAY         25. 

 

On the way to the village, Carly finds a sati monument, an archway which is marked with red 
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handprints made with kum kum powder, kept refreshed by the village women. This 

commemorates the often brief lives of wives who have burned alive with their husbands, 

whether by choice or force.  

 

Carly puts her hand into a print and it fits exactly. She walks under the archway and into the 

past life.   

 

The Past – India 

Shown in timeless flashes. Images dissolve into the heat. Backgrounds are moving blurs. 

We look into the past with Carly’s POV 

 

26. EXT       KINGDOM KALI’S PARENTS EVENING  26. 

 

Young Kali is married by proxy, with the Prime Minister holding the King’s sword. The 

Brahmin priest chants. Her family, looks on proudly. The group includes adoring younger 

children. The PM garlands her with marigolds.  

 

27. EXT ROAD TO PALACE DAY       27. 

 

We see the caravan, with the elephants going up the hill and across drawbridges into the 

fortified castle. There is a long, impressive procession, and the roads are lined with well 

wishers.   

 

28. INT KING’S CHAMBERS EVENING 28. 

 

PM introduces Kali to the King, whose face is ashen. He is propped up on pillows in his large 

bed. Kali is dismayed that he seems too ill to even rise to greet her, but she performs the 

expected gesture and bows her head onto his feet. He lays his hand on her head, formally. 

 

King  

My wife, the Queen. 

Kali raises her head hopefully. 
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The King waves her away, already worn out by this brief encounter, and too ill to care. He 

turns his head towards the wall. 

PM  

You’ve met him. Now go to bed……my queen. 

 

He plays with the words ‘my queen’, knowing that the King’s formal words had little 

meaning because she will be a Queen in name only, and also wishing that Kali was his own 

queen.  

 

29. INT KALI’S BEDROOM  EVENING 29. 

 

Kali goes to her own bedroom. We hear a cheer go up outside as the PM announces that the 

marriage formalities are complete. Kali tries to undo her elaborately pinned up hair. Biju, the 

King’s pregnant little sister, appears behind her, and helps her. They smile at each other. 

 

30. EXT PALACE GARDENS DAY          30. 

 

Montage: Kali wanders freely in the pleasure gardens with her friend Biju. They spend time 

with the peacocks and play with the baby elephants.  

 

They do yoga with the Brahmin priest. 

 

31. EXT LOTUS POOL  DAY          31. 

 

In the lotus pool. Biju braids Kali’s hair. Although nothing is the way that Kali expected, Kali 

is happy in the moment. The natural surroundings are very beautiful and she has a friend. 

 

The PM is attracted to Kali and watches her bathing. When Kali is returning from the pool 

the PM makes a move towards her.  

 

PM  

Come to me. 

 

Kali is inexperienced and frightened by his intensity, runs away. The PM is powerful and 
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commands respect within the Kingdom. He is not used to being refused by anyone so his 

pride is hurt. This makes him dangerous and he vows revenge.  

 

PM 

(hisses) Stupid girl! 

 

32. INT KALI’S BEDROOM  DAY          32. 

 

Kali has escaped from the PM and returned to her rooms when a wailing begins. The King is 

dead. Her mother in law bursts in with an entourage and strips Kali of her jewellery. She 

performs this task vindictively, and storms off. Some of Kali’s bridal jewellery was originally 

hers and she is pleased to regain possession of it. 

 

The palace women dress Kali in white and cut her long hair.  

 

Women 

The King is dead. You will be a saint. 

 

Kali doesn’t understand why they are talking about sainthood, and the death of the King 

hardly affects her because she only met him once. She just feels confused. When they leave, 

Biju comes out from behind a pillar.  

 

Biju  

You will burn! 

 

Kali  

What? 

 

The priest enters the room.  

 

Priest 

Your sacrifice is a divine tradition. The Queen dies with the King on his funeral pyre. 
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Kali  

I don’t even know him. 

 

Biju  

(to priest) She never went to his bed. You can save her. Tell them not to do it. 

 

Kali 

I trust you. Save me. 

 

Priest  

(shakes head) Be brave. (He leaves) 

 

Kali looks at Biju, appalled at this drastic turn of events. Biju knows that Kali is friendless 

apart from her. Biju risks everything. 

Biju  

Tonight, meet me at the lotus pool and I’ll help you escape. 

 

33. EXT LOTUS POOL  NIGHT        33. 

 

Kali is waiting in the dark by the pool. Flames from torches are leaping from somewhere 

nearby, casting strange shadows.  

 

34. EXT BIJU’S ROOMS  NIGHT       34. 

 

Biju is on the bed, in the throes of a rapid labour, unable to get to Kali. Women are present. 

 

Biju’s midwife 

The King is dead but his nephew will be born. 

 

35. EXT LOTUS POOL  NIGHT       35. 

 

Kali is still waiting anxiously in the dark by the pool. Biju is late, but Kali is sure that Biju 

won’t let her down.  
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36. EXT BIJU’S ROOMS  NIGHT       36. 

 

Biju realises that she won’t be able to help Kali in time, and that Kali is doomed because of 

this.  

Biju 

 (in pain) Kali, I’m so sorry! 

 

37. EXT LOTUS POOL  NIGHT       37. 

 

Kali  

Biju! 

It is not Biju. The PM steps out of the shadows.  

PM 

You should have been more pleased to see me. 

 

He grips her arm and leads her to the pyre. 

 

38. EXT FUNERAL PYRE  NIGHT       38. 

 

People are chanting  

Sati Ma, Sati Ma 

 

The priest puts red kum kum powder on Kali’s hands and places them on the archway. We 

see hand marks of previous queens who were burned alive. She goes beneath it to see the 

King on the funeral pyre. The King wears a white turban, and has his sword by his side. He 

looks more distinguished than in life. He is gaunt and his skin is grey. The PM pushes her 

down to sit beside the King, moves away rapidly, gives the signal and the flames are lit. Kali 

stands.  

 

Kali 

(to the PM) You cannot burn my soul! 

 

We see the face of the Brahmin priest as he hears her clear voice. He looks troubled. Kali’s 

sari ignites and her soul swoops upwards in the form of a phoenix. The PM looks up at the 
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phoenix, shocked at Kali’s power. The priest puts his hands together in namaste as a salute to 

Kali. The phoenix’s fiery feathers ignite red, orange, yellow, then cool to the blue of a tiny 

speck high in the distant sky. 

 

Back to the Present – Fitzroy 

 

39. INT ELLIE’S HOUSE  DAY             39. 

 

The brightness becomes sunlight through the window to Ellie’s lounge room. Time has 

passed and Carly and Pearl have returned to Fitzroy.  

 

Carly and Ellie are deep in conversation, discussing Lou’s jail sentence. We hear fragments.  

 

Carly  

….How many years? 

(Are you OK?/Can you manage?/Would you have him back?) 

 

Ellie 

…..I don’t ever want to see him again. 

(He’s in the country/Manslaughter) 

 

There are letters from Lou on the coffee table, addressed from a prison.  

 

Pearl is wearing her bathers and there are towels dropped in a corner. Pearl is ‘reading’ to 

Amber from her picture book. Amber points and Pearl says the word. 

 

Pearl 

Seagull. Fish. Shell. 

 

Amber points again to the picture, insistently. 

Pearl 

Shell…… No, pearl! Mummy, pearl! 
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Pearl leaps up and turns to the adults and Amber grabs her legs and hugs, with happiness on 

her face at being understood. Pearl understands that Amber has just indicated the key word, 

proving that she is Rowena reborn.  

 

 40. EXT FITZROY POOL  DAY           40. 

 

Carly and Pearl are arranged in the same poses as Kali and Biju at the lotus pool. Pearl plaits 

Carly’s hair. 

Pearl  

Lets pretend that you are a princess and one day you will be Queen. 

 

Fade into the past scene of Kali and Biju, then back to the present. 

 

Carly opens her mouth and half turns in amazement, realising that Pearl was once Biju.  

 

Appendix 6. Films Viewed  

 

Films viewed which refer to reincarnation or have reincarnation as a subject: 

 

Ab ke baras (2002) 

After life (2001) 

Afterlife (1978) 

Being Human (1994) 

Belladonna (2009) 

Birth (2004) 

Dead Again (1991) 

Dean Spanley (2008) 

Delivering Milo (2001) 

Don't die without telling me where you're going: No te mueras sin decirme adonde vas 

(1995) 

Eternity (1990) 
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Eternity (2006) 

Fluke (1995) 

Karan Arjun (1995) 

Karz (2008) 

Kundun (1997) 

Le quattro volte: The four times  (2010) 

Little Buddha (1993) 

Murder Reincarnated (2003) 

Oan Hon (Spirits) (2004) 

Om Shanti Om (2007) 

Pan's Labyrinth (2006) 

P.S. (2004) 

Reincarnation (Rinne) (2005) 

Samsara (2001) 

Ten Canoes (2006) 

The Cave of the Yellow Dog (2005) 

The Fountain (2006) 

The Reincarnation of Golden Lotus (1990) 

The Road to Yesterday (1925) Referred to, not viewed. 

The Singing Forest (2003) 

The Tibetan Book of the Dead: 1.The Way of Life. 2.The Great Liberation. (2004)   

Tomie: Rebirth (2001) 

Uncle Boonmee who can recall his past lives: Loong Boonmee raleuk chat (2010) 

Unmistaken Child (2008) 

Valley of Flowers (2006) 

Water (2005) 

What dreams may come (1998) 

Yesterday's Children (2000) 

Youth without Youth (2007 



Minerva Access is the Institutional Repository of The University of Melbourne

Author/s:
Phoenix, Sumitra

Title:
Reincarnation, rebirth, transmigration

Date:
2016

Persistent Link:
http://hdl.handle.net/11343/216758

Terms and Conditions:
Terms and Conditions: Copyright in works deposited in Minerva Access is retained by the
copyright owner. The work may not be altered without permission from the copyright owner.
Readers may only download, print and save electronic copies of whole works for their own
personal non-commercial use. Any use that exceeds these limits requires permission from
the copyright owner. Attribution is essential when quoting or paraphrasing from these works.

http://hdl.handle.net/11343/216758

