study guide for little buddha

Study guide for Little Buddha is designed to help viewers understand the
themes, characters, and messages of the film, which tells a captivating story
about Buddhism, spirituality, and the journey of self-discovery. Directed by
Bernardo Bertolucci, "Little Buddha" interweaves the life of Siddhartha
Gautama, the historical Buddha, with a contemporary tale of a young boy in
the United States. This study guide will provide insights and analyses to
enhance the viewing experience, making it easier for audiences to grasp the
complex ideas presented in the film.

Overview of the Film

"Little Buddha" was released in 1993 and features a unique narrative that
combines historical and modern elements. The film begins with the story of
Siddhartha, who renounces his royal life to seek enlightenment. Parallel to
this ancient tale is the story of a young boy named Jesse, who is believed to
be the reincarnation of a revered Lama. The film beautifully blends these two
narratives, offering viewers a chance to explore Buddhism and the quest for
meaning from different perspectives.

Plot Summary

1. The Story of Siddhartha: The film opens in ancient India, where
Siddhartha, played by Keanu Reeves, is born into royalty. Despite his
luxurious life, he is troubled by the suffering he sees around him. This
prompts him to leave his palace in search of truth and enlightenment.

2. The Modern Tale of Jesse: In the present day, Jesse, a young American boy,
becomes involved in a spiritual journey when he is recognized by a Tibetan
Lama as the reincarnation of a high Buddhist teacher. This revelation sets
off a series of events that connect Jesse's life with the teachings of
Siddhartha.

3. Intertwining Narratives: As the ancient story of Siddhartha unfolds,
Jesse's story develops in parallel, showing how the teachings of Buddhism can
transcend time and culture.

4. Climactic Resolution: The film culminates in a confrontation between
Jesse's modern life and the ancient teachings of the Buddha, ultimately
leading to a deeper understanding of self and spirituality.



Thematic Elements

"Little Buddha" is rich in themes that provoke thought and promote
understanding of Buddhism as a philosophy and way of life.

1. The Search for Enlightenment

- Buddhism as a Journey: The central theme of the film is the quest for
enlightenment. Both Siddhartha and Jesse embark on paths that challenge their
perceptions of reality and self.

- Self-Discovery: The film emphasizes the importance of self-discovery and
personal growth, highlighting that enlightenment is not just a destination
but an ongoing journey.

2. Reincarnation and Karma

- Understanding Reincarnation: Jesse’s character represents the concept of
reincarnation, a fundamental belief in Buddhism. The film encourages viewers
to contemplate the implications of past lives on present actions.

- Karma’'s Role: The narrative suggests that the choices made in one life can
affect future lives, teaching viewers the importance of mindfulness and
ethical behavior.

3. Cultural Exchange and Spirituality

- Bridging Cultures: The film serves as a bridge between Eastern and Western
philosophies, showcasing how spiritual truths can resonate across different
cultures.

- Global Spirituality: By intertwining Siddhartha’s life with Jesse’s, the

film illustrates that the teachings of Buddhism can be relevant and
transformative regardless of cultural background.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Little Buddha" are pivotal in conveying the film's themes
and messages.



1. Siddhartha Gautama

- The Enlightened One: Siddhartha represents the ideal of enlightenment. His
journey from prince to monk symbolizes the quest to understand the nature of
suffering and the path to liberation.

- Symbol of Sacrifice: Siddhartha’s decision to abandon his comfortable life
exemplifies the sacrifices often necessary in the pursuit of truth.

2. Jesse Conrad

- The Innocent Seeker: Jesse embodies the innocence and curiosity of youth.
His journey reflects the universal search for identity and purpose, making
the film relatable to audiences of all ages.

- Connection to Buddhism: Through Jesse, viewers see how ancient teachings
can impact modern life, emphasizing the relevance of spiritual exploration in
contemporary society.

3. The Lama Norbu

- The Spiritual Mentor: Lama Norbu serves as a guide for both Siddhartha and
Jesse, representing the role of teachers in the journey toward enlightenment.

- Cultural Bridge: His character also symbolizes the connection between
Eastern and Western thought, helping to contextualize Buddhist teachings for
a Western audience.

Visual and Cinematic Elements

The film's visual storytelling plays a significant role in conveying its
themes.

1. Cinematography and Setting

- Stunning Landscapes: The film features breathtaking cinematography that
captures the beauty of Buddhist temples and landscapes in both India and the
United States, enhancing the spiritual atmosphere.

- Symbolic Use of Color: Colors are used symbolically throughout the film,
with warm tones often associated with enlightenment and cooler tones
representing confusion and ignorance.



2. Music and Soundtrack

- Cultural Soundscapes: The soundtrack, composed by Ryuichi Sakamoto,
incorporates traditional Buddhist chants and instruments, immersing viewers
in the cultural context of the story.

- Emotional Resonance: The music enhances the emotional depth of key scenes,
reinforcing the film's exploration of spirituality and introspection.

Discussion Questions

To encourage deeper reflection and understanding, consider the following
discussion questions:

1. What does it mean to seek enlightenment in today’s world?

2. How do Siddhartha’s experiences relate to the challenges faced by
individuals in modern society?

3. In what ways does Jesse’s journey reflect the universal search for
identity?

4. How does the film portray the concept of karma?

5. What role does culture play in the interpretation of spiritual teachings?

Conclusion

The study guide for Little Buddha serves as a comprehensive tool for viewers
to engage with the film on a deeper level. By exploring its themes,
characters, and cinematic elements, audiences can appreciate the profound
messages about spirituality, self-discovery, and the timeless search for
enlightenment. Whether viewing the film as a narrative or as a philosophical
exploration, "Little Buddha" invites viewers to reflect on their own journeys
and the paths they choose in the pursuit of truth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the film 'Little Buddha'?

The main theme of 'Little Buddha' revolves around the search for spiritual
enlightenment and the exploration of Buddhism through the story of a young
boy who is believed to be the reincarnation of a great lama.

Who directed the movie 'Little Buddha'?

The movie 'Little Buddha' was directed by Bernardo Bertolucci.



What role does the character Jesse play in 'Little
Buddha'?

Jesse is a young boy from Seattle who is believed to be the reincarnation of
a Tibetan lama, which sets the stage for his journey of self-discovery and
spiritual awakening.

How does 'Little Buddha' portray the concept of
reincarnation?

The film portrays reincarnation as a pivotal concept in Buddhism,
illustrating how the spirits of enlightened beings can be reborn in new forms
to continue their spiritual journey and assist others.

What cultural elements are highlighted in 'Little
Buddha'?

The film highlights various cultural elements of Tibetan Buddhism, including
rituals, teachings, and the significance of lamas, as well as the contrast
between Western and Eastern philosophies.

What is the significance of the character Lama
Norbu?

Lama Norbu is significant because he is the wise monk who recognizes Jesse as
the reincarnation of his deceased master, guiding the narrative towards
themes of destiny and spiritual purpose.

What philosophical questions does 'Little Buddha'
raise?

The film raises philosophical questions about identity, the nature of
happiness, the meaning of life, and the journey towards enlightenment,
inviting viewers to reflect on their own beliefs.

What visual styles are prominent in 'Little Buddha'?

The film employs stunning cinematography, with rich colors and landscapes
that capture the beauty of both the Pacific Northwest and the Tibetan
mountains, enhancing its spiritual themes.

What impact did 'Little Buddha' have on audiences
regarding Buddhism?

'Little Buddha' aimed to introduce audiences to Buddhist teachings and
philosophy, sparking interest in Eastern spirituality and promoting cross-
cultural understanding.



What is the role of meditation in 'Little Buddha'?

Meditation is portrayed as a crucial practice for achieving inner peace and
enlightenment, reflecting its importance in Buddhist tradition and the
personal journeys of the characters.
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