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LOGLINE

If a soul leaves one body to find another, what does it feel? How does it sound? The latest film from
Lois Patiño (Red Moon Tide, Coast of Death) is split in two: two worlds, two belief systems, two sets
of experiences and inner lives. What joins them is a cosmic thread. The story begins near a
miraculous waterfall in South East Asia before travelling to a fishing village in East Africa. Its route is
a bridge not found on any map, and one that perhaps only cinema could attempt to replicate.

SYNOPSIS

SAMSARA is a story split in two: two continents, two communities, two belief systems, two sets of
experiences and inner lives. Between them lies a sensory pathway, all light and sound. The viewer is
only asked to close their eyes and travel with it.

In Laos, a young man named Amid is tending to a dying woman. He takes his boat out on the
Mekong River. One day he meets a novice monk, Bee An, who asks about the book he carries. Amid
explains that he carries the Bardo Thodol, The Tibetan Book of the Dead, and that he has been
reciting it to her. It is “a book that someone has to read to you,” Amid says. He returns to the woman
and sees her bid farewell to her belongings. Amid’s adult life is beginning where hers is near an end.
He drips water on her hand to wake her up. “What can I do,” Amid reads to her, “now that I am
dead?” With a group of monks from Bee An's temple, Amid travels downriver to the Kuang Si
waterfalls. While there, the woman passes away.

Another drop, another hand. The story moves to Tanzania, where a young girl named Juwairiya
wakes up to the news that a baby goat has been born. She names it Neema, the Arabic word for
blessing. Juwairiya lives with her family in Uroa, a village on the East coast of Zanzibar. Local women
farm seaweed and make soap. The men catch fish. “Life is change”, Juwairiya's grandmother
explains. There is regeneration in the air.
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2023 | Spain | 113 min

Language: Lao,  Swahili,  Subtitles: English

Screening Format: DCP flat 24fps / 5.1

Shooting Format: 16mm
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INTERVIEW WITH DIRECTOR LOIS PATIÑO
By Rory O’Connor

Throughout your career as a filmmaker, you’ve made films set in and around Galicia, your
home. For SAMSARA you filmed in Laos and Tanzania, where much of the story takes place.
How did this change your approach as a filmmaker and what originally drew you to these
places?

With SAMSARA, it was different in many senses but I wanted that. I wanted to change my
methodology, my way of working. This is not Galicia, my hometown. I’m not working in my culture,
I’m outside of it, but I’m again portraying cultures that bring different perspectives from the
dominating one, the Western culture. Bringing that diversity to the screen, I think it’s important that
we don’t lose the richness of the different.

When I make a film, I always want to explore the cinematic language, the cinematic form. For
Samsara, my first idea was to make a film that will be seen with your eyes closed. Then, when I read
The Tibetan Book of the Dead, I thought it could be interesting to link this experience with a trip
through the Bardo.

For this I needed two places and two bodies to move through. In order to introduce that belief in
reincarnation, the first needed to be a Buddhist country, so I decided on Laos. I visited Luang
Prabang, the cultural capitol, where there are hundreds of temples, though I had no idea I would find
one with 300 student monks. Soon after filming in Laos, I was asked to give a video art workshop in
Tanzania. I had been looking for somewhere that would offer a cultural contrast in every sense: the
landscape, beliefs, religions, even the attitude of the people. So it was by this causality (being invited
to the workshop) that I found Zanzibar, and found a path.

Capturing different cultures, especially as a Western filmmaker, can be delicate. Were you
cautious about including these communities and traditions? Did it change your process in
some way?

I was really aware of that. One good thing about this project, in this sense, is that it’s low budget, so
we were very few people. Just four of us travelled from Spain: the DOP, the sound designer, the
producer and me. The rest of the crew, the other producers, the sound assistant and camera
assistant, were all local. And together we would check the script many times, checking also the
dialogue with the actors to be sure that nothing delicate or wrong could appear. We were trying to
take our perspective out as much as possible. Also, Laos is a one-party communist country, so it’s
not easy to even get a script approved. We also had to have a person from the government present
on the shoot.

In a big way it’s a documentary. We were in an observative position. I wanted to show a contrast
between these places but also with us, the Western culture. We were not affecting the reality so
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much as we were receiving the reality, and inside that reality we made a micro fiction in order to
build a small narrative.

You once mentioned Freud’s notion of the “oceanic feeling” in an interview with Film
Comment. How has this idea influenced your work and where do you see it in Samsara?

I think that concept might generally be the most essential concept in my films. The feeling that I
would like the audience to take home is that feeling, that we are all part of the same. I think it’s
present in many mythical branches of religions, like the Sufis or in Catholic mysticism, and also of
course in The Bardo. One of the key concepts of the Bardo Thodol book is to recognize all light as
your own light, all sound as your own sound. In this film, it goes deeper, in the sense that we are
connecting very different cultures with this idea of a soul travelling from one body to another. In a
sense, it’s a small attempt to bring more fraternity, and I think that’s a good thing to try to produce.

I think in general we are always interested in something that we don’t understand. Every culture
and every religion tries to give tentative answers to the unknown with the shape of myths and
beliefs. An important one is the question of what comes after life. These myths, these stories appear
to try to calm the anxiety of death that we all share. For Samsara, I wanted to focus on the Buddhist
answer to that mystery. In The Bardo Thodol, a book that is meant to be read to you before dying,
the Buddhists have a very complex and complete experience mapped out. It says: this is what’s
going to happen, there is nothing unknown, don’t be afraid, it’s all part of you.

Again, it’s this “oceanic feeling.”

There is a sequence at the centre of Samsara that is pure cinematic immersion. You even ask
the viewer to close their eyes. What, if anything at all, inspired this choice?

I already knew about some light experiments, like William S Burroughs’ ‘Dreammachine’. Then in
Madrid, I attended a sound experience by Francisco Lopez, a Spanish sound artist, where you had to
have your eyes closed. Another influence was the light artist, James Turrell. I saw a work from him in
LA, called Light Breathing. It’s structured as an infinite light space where you experience the light
and colour changing. The intensity of the light comes in and out, so you feel as if the light is
breathing and you are breathing it.

That idea was really amazing to me. I wanted to explore it in cinema. I thought that if we placed this
highly experimental, sensorial sequence in a narrative documentary film, that kind of contrast could
work very nicely. It’s an idea that I want to follow up on in new films, to go with this soul through
different bodies. And always doing this trip with the eyes closed when we travel from one body to
another.

Ideally, would you like for Samsara to be experienced with an audience?
I’m very curious. I like the idea of a cinema transforming into a collective meditative experience for 15
minutes. In one way it’s very intimate, you’re inside your body just listening, but at the same time
you know there are maybe 500 people in the same situation. I think that could be very powerful.
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

SAMSARA delves into some constants that I have been exploring in my work: the reflection on the
relationship between the human being and the landscape, an anthropological interest focused
especially on the mythical, spiritual, or the will to take the viewer to an intimate and meditative
experience. In my previous films, I have developed concepts that tend to ‘empty’ the image, such as
distance, duration of immobility. The human figures in these films appear very distant or paralyzed,
suggesting a disappearance, a dilution of the human being in the landscape. In SAMSARA I continue
to work from the Freudian concept of the ‘oceanic feeling’: to be feeling as part of the whole, as the
drop of water is an indivisible part of the ocean; an idea of spiritual communion also present in the
concept of Buddhist Enlightenment that the project explores.

In SAMSARA I wanted to take this ‘emptying’ of the image one step further and explore more deeply
the idea and representation of the invisible in cinema. That's when the idea came up to make a film
which should be watched with your eyes closed. I wanted the cinematic experience to be closer to
the meditative one, and for the theatre to become a space for collective meditation. On the other
hand, I find interest in the multiplication of the image provoked by the gesture of closing our eyes.
That way the sound will evoke different images to each viewer. This also allows a singular
perceptive experience derived from the fact that it is the eyelid, soaked in light, which becomes the
screen. The ‘Tibetan Book of the Dead’ -a detailed description of what we will find in the afterlife-
seemed to me an optimal place to develop this cinematographic proposal of closed eyes, as it is a
spectral space, where the evanescent and fleeting acquire greater presence.

Lois Patiño, 2023
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ABOUT THE DIRECTOR / CO-WRITER

Lois Patiño

Lois Patiño (Galicia, Spain, 1983), filmmaker and artist, has
shown his films at festivals such as Cannes, Berlinale,
Locarno, Toronto, Rotterdam, New York, Viennale, IDFA,
Oberhausen. His most recent works ‘Sycorax’ (2021) and
‘The Sower of Stars’ (2022) have premiered at Cannes
Quinzaine and Berlinale Shorts. His two feature films ‘Costa
da Morte’ (2013) and ‘Red Moon Tide’ (2020) premiered at
Locarno and Berlinale Forum. His last feature SAMSARA will
world premiere at Berlinale Encounters (2023). He is
currently working on two other films, to be premiered in
2023 and 2024.

Filmography

Samsara | 2023 | 113min
El sembrador de estrellas (The Sower of Stars) | 2022 | 25min
Sycorax | 2021 | 20 min (codirected with Matías Piñeiro)
Lúa vermella (Red Moon Tide) | 2020 | 84 min
Fajr | 2016 | 12min
Noite sem distancia (Night Without Distance) | 2015 | 23min
Estratos de la imagen (Strata of the Image) | 2015 | 7 min
Costa da Morte (Coast of Death) | 2013 | 83min
Montaña en sombra (Mountain in Shadow) | 2012 | 12min
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PRODUCER’S STATEMENT

SAMSARA, a term in Sanskrit, makes allusion to the cycle of birth, life, death and reincarnation in the
philosophical traditions of India. Lois Patiño created a journey in every way. It will certainly be one
for the viewer as well. Framed in Laos and Tanzania’s landscapes, SAMSARA is an invitation in itself
to travel with the soul of an old woman who dies and reincarnates in another being.

When Lois brought his project to Sr&Sra, explaining the fictional portrayal of monks at a temple in
Laos, mixed with the Buddhist philosophy on which he based the whole film, we immediately found
all the reasons that encourage and motivate us to keep making the kind of cinema we love. One that
reinvents itself at every step. SAMSARA was born of a dual impulse; a formal one, that explores
soundscapes without images, and an anthropological one, looking for a better understanding of the
way of life and conceiving death in cultures as diverse as the Buddhist Laos and Muslim Tanzania.

The production process remained incredibly exciting and enriching at all stages, which is why we feel
so privileged to accompany artists we deeply admire, such as Lois Patiño himself, but also Xabier
Erkizia, Mauro Herce or Jessica Sarah Rinland. We addressed all challenges with greatest
commitment and excitement, and we are sure that this transformative film experience will be
received with expectation and great enthusiasm from both critics and audiences around the world.

Leire Apellaniz, 2023
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ABOUT THE PRODUCTION COMPANY

Sr&Sra is an audiovisual company founded in San Sebastián in 2013 by Leire Apellaniz and Aritz
Moreno. They've produced ‘Advantages of Travelling by Train’ by Moreno and the documentaries
‘Cosmic Chant. Niño de Elche’ by Marc Sempere-Moya and Apellaniz, ‘Jordi’s Letters’ by Maider
Fernández Iriarte, ‘The Spy Within’ by Ana Schulz and Cristóbal Fernández and ‘The Last Summer’ by
Apellaniz. All of them premiered at festivals such as Locarno, San Sebastián or Tokyo. They are
developing films by Moreno, Pablo Hernando, Nacho Vigalondo and others. Their latest production,
SAMSARA by Lois Patiño, will world premiere at Berlinale Encounters 2023.

Filmography

The Last Summer | Leire Apellaniz | feature documentary | 2016
Premiere at Karlovy Vary, selected at BAFICI and Sevilla among others.

Ihesa | Alejandro Díaz Castaño | fiction short film | 2016

The Spy Within | Ana Schulz, Cristóbal Fernández | feature documentary | 2018
Premiere at Locarno, selected at San Sebastián and Mar del Plata among others.

Jordi’s Letters | Maider Fernández Iriarte | feature documentary | 2019
Premiere at San Sebastián, selected at Mar del Plata and Goteborg among others.

Advantages of Travelling by Train | Aritz Moreno | fiction feature film | 2019
Premiere at Sitges. 4 Goya Award nominations, 7 Feroz Award nominations, winner of the Feroz for
Best Comedy, nomination for Best Comedy by the European Film Awards.

Cosmic Chant. Niño de Elche | Leire Apellaniz, Marc Sempere-Moya | feature documentary | 2021
Premiere at DocLisboa, selected at IDFA and Sevilla among others.

La Concha | Leire Apellaniz | fiction short film | 2022
Premiere at Gijón, selected at Málaga and D'A among others.

Samsara | Lois Patiño | fiction feature film | 2023
Premiere at Berlinale. Winner of Jeonju Cinema Project.

A Whale | Pablo Hernando | fiction feature film in production | 2023

In development:
Zuria | Leire Apellaniz | fiction feature film
8 Million Gods | Aritz Moreno | fiction TV series
Karateka| Aritz Moreno | fiction feature film
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CREDITS

CAST

Amid - Amid Keomany
Be Ann - Toumor Xiong
Mon - Simone Milavanh
Mariam - Mariam Vuaa Mtego
Juwairiya - Juwairiya Idrisa Uwesu
Bernedeta - Bernedeta Gaspar
Mzee Ame - Ame Simai

CREW

Director Lois Patiño
Screenplay Lois Patiño, Garbiñe Ortega
Producer Leire Apellaniz
Executive Producers Garbiñe Ortega and Claudia Salcedo
Directors of photography Mauro Herce, Jessica Sarah Rinland
Editor Lois Patiño
Sound design, music, mix Xabier Erkizia

Supported by ICAA - Spanish National Film Institute and Jeonju Cinema Project. Selected in the
following labs and forums: European Work in Progress Cologne, Abycine Lanza (winner of the WIP
award), Márgenes Work, Mallorca Talents Lab, MECAS Las Palmas
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