	


	Dr. Ari Santas’ Study Questions 
for  

Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind
(Michel Gondry, 2004)


(In progress)
Things to look for:

· Connection to Total Recall, Paycheck, Memento, and Inception
· Cartesian theme of appearance vs. reality and its connection to voluntary memory manipulation 
· Clues that something unusual has happened to the main characters

· Themes of choice and honesty in the context of intimate human relations
Discussion Questions:
1. Clementine is ultra impulsive—she doesn’t know what she’s going to feel from one moment to the next. On the other hand, Joel is never impulsive.  Spontaneity seems always to be forced.  He is described as “uninspired.”  Are they so opposite because that’s the only way they can complement their extreme personalities?  Explain.

2. What is Joel’s initial reaction when he finds out that Clementine has erased him from her memory?  Why is this so devastating to him?  It seems worse than if she simply had told him not to ever see her again.  Why?  Explain how his reaction to this knowledge leads him to further personal anguish.
 

3. Joel decides to erase his memory of Clementine as a reaction to her decision to erase him.  Is this an impulsive action or in step with his usual characteristically safe decision-making?  Was this a healthy step for him, in spite of all the problems that will ensue?

4. Joel asks of his procedure: “Is there risk of brain damage?”  “Technically this is brain damage” (!), is the reply.  Why would anyone ever undertake this procedure?  Explain the motivation and temptation, along with why the procedure fraught with risks.

5. Joel and Clementine get into an argument about intimacy, in which they disagree over the amount of conversation is required.  The disagreement could be a key to their difficulties, but he elected memory erasures washed out the chances of their working on this.  How might they have bridged this gap, had they not chosen the plan of simply extracting painful memories? 

6. Patrick uses stolen mementos to make his relationship with Clementine work, and doesn’t understand how it might be unethical.  In the end, he fails.  Could have he succeeded, or is it impossible to fake (“bullshit” our way to) real connection?  Discuss the implications for real human relations.

7. Some part of Joel struggles to keep some memories of Clementine alive.  Explain the meaning of his second thoughts about the erasure, especially given the bad times he had with her and was trying to move past.  Compare his inability to heal to Leonard’s in Memento.

8. Mary admires Howard, the owner of the agency.  We later find that he erased her memory of an earlier affair.  How will she be able to learn from her experience with her memory erased? Is Howard a monster, as his wife proclaims, or is he just as much a victim of the manipulation of his own invention as she was?  Explain.

9. Joel and Clementine hear each other’s descriptions of what they dislike about the other.  These were taped under presumably confidential circumstances, so the descriptions should be completely honest.  Are they? Are we meant to hear all the intimate thoughts (i.e., complaints) our loved ones may have about us?
� Thanks to David Martin for help on this question (





