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„An image is a secret about a secret.
The more it tells, the less one understands.“
Diane Arbus

BEING THERE – DA SEIN

Documentary feature film by Thomas Lüchinger
92 Min., 2016, English, Swiss German, Nepalese, Portuguese
German and English subtitles
Aspect ratio 16:9, color, stereo
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SYNOPSIS
The film BEING THERE – DA SEIN portraits four people from different cultures giving care to
dying people. By confronting their own mortality, they present ways how to show up for dying
individuals in the last period of life, and how this connects to their own life again and again,
reflecting on their relation to death and dying. The protagonists (Ron Hoffman, USA,
Elisabeth Würmli, Switzerland, Alcio Braz, Brazil and Sonam Dölma, Nepal) raise the
question whether we should adopt a new Ars Moriendi in today’s time. A new art of dying –
as it was the case in the Middle Ages – that would comprehend dying as a vital part of life
and that could enrich our lives again by dealing with our death more consciously.

Production
Roses for you Film, Lütiswiesstrasse 821, 9062 Lustmühle
Thomas Lüchinger
Direction/Photography: Thomas Lüchinger
Editing: Thomas Lüchinger, Samuel Kellenberger, Rolf Lang
Sound: Werner Graf, Hemraj Dangal
Color Grading: Red Smoke AG, Rolf Lang
Sound Design: Ephrem Lüchinger, Manuel Rindlisbacher
Score: Ephrem Lüchinger, Manuel Rindlisbacher

The production of the film was supported by
Cultural funding Canton of Appenzell Ausserrhoden, Cultural funding Canton of St. Gallen,
Ernst Göhner Foundation, Diocese St. Gallen

ABOUT THE CREATION OF THE FILM

To die is something very personal, individual, a mystery and a secret, an experience we are
able to approach by means of our imagination only partly. In literature, this process has often
been described as a period of most intense living, as a time experienced as highly precious
given its temporal limitation. Or a time used for a retreat into the inner self, in order to go
through a development on deeper levels that prepares for the last step out of this life.
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Giving care to dying people during their last period of life requires the dealing with one’s own
mortality. Only those who are concerned with their own relation to death and dying, who get
involved in their own final parting when letting go people, relationships or things, will be
capable of assisting dying people as well as accepting and respecting them in their very
personal way of finding their truth.

The impressive experience of his mother’s dying process caused Thomas Lüchinger, film
director and photographer, to take up the work on his latest film BEING THERE – DA SEIN.
“Whom would I want to be there beside my bed, should I ever have to rely on the help of
caregivers? In this period of transition, with what presence should they show up?” Triggered
by such questions, an intense dealing with questions around dying started for the director
leading into the participation in a caregiving seminar held by Joan Halifax and Frank
Ostassesky. He there got to know people from different cultures who were – voluntarily or
professionally – giving care to dying people. From these meetings, first contacts to possible
film protagonists developed. Finally, Lüchinger decided to choose four protagonists who
would give insights into four different cultures as well. Not questions about their religious
formings should predominate, but rather should the audience learn how the protagonists
have been dealing with their own experiences of loss and how the have been able to
transform them into their commitment for dying people.

Referring to François de la Rochefoucauld’s famous aphorism “Le soleil et la mort ne se
peuvent regarder en face”, Irvin Yalom replied: “I wouldn’t advise anyone to stare into
the sun – to look into the eyes of death, though, is something entirely different
in order to get on in one’s understanding of life.”
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THE PROTAGONISTS

Elisabeth Würmli, former gym instructor, St. Gallen, Switzerland
Sonam Dölma, hospice nurse, Kathmandu, Nepal
Ron Hoffman, founder and director of CCALS foundation, Massachusetts, USA
Alcio Braz, psychotherapist and Zen teacher, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Sonam Dölma
Sonam Dölma’s acting and thinking were strongly formed by her cultural values. She mainly
stands for the nursing aspects in the film. At the same time, regarding the dealing with life’s
finiteness, the influence of Buddhism becomes obvious. There is an omnipresent awareness
that people are just guests in this universe, that the wheel of life is spinning independently
from our personal existence. The knowledge about our transience leads into committing
ourselves to caring for others.
„I feel that we all are visitors and in this journey, we have to show compassion to others not
to miss out the importance of life. Our journey of life is not certain, we have to do good
things, be friendly with everyone, control your anger. We have to be sympathetic towards
our patients because who knows we might end up in the same situation. We don't know how
or when we are going to die, nobody knows. I have become much more positive after
joining in the hospice.“
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Alcio Braz, Rio de Janeiro, is a doctor, psychotherapist and Zen teacher. Besides his work
as a psychiatrist, he trains young people in becoming caregivers for dying individuals. In the
film, he mainly represents the question of how we can become familiar with the fact that “we
don’t own anything – not even our bodies”. What does it mean to show up for others when
facing the fear of the uncertainty of our own death?
„I think the most important thing in caring for dying people, in that sense, for any kind of
people, dying or living, or dogs, is to be space, just space. Space like a big cradle that can
hold everything. You have to learn how to be space. Because when you are space, you can
be space even for yourself. Even for your nasty moments, even for your desperation, for
your lack of hope, for your rage, for anything. And then, if you are space, you can be space
for those patients. That’s the difference that you make in their lives and deaths. Being space,
that is the most important thing.”

Ron Hoffman, Massachusetts, USA, experienced a traumatic childhood. At the age of 10, he
was shot by his father who tried to kill his mother in an act of jealousy. This incident has had
an influence on his life to this day. As the founder and director of CCALS foundation, he’s
now tending to individuals and families in the world of ALS.
„Why shouldn’t tending to those with catastrophic illness, ALS or otherwise, in many ways,
why shouldn’t it be an art form? Not a performance but a form of art, a form of tending, a
form of showing up in extraordinary ways for people who are in extraordinary
circumstances. We can’t, I can’t truly give, unless I have the real ability to truly show up for
a particular person or a particular family. And how can I truly show up for these
individuals unless I can truly show up for myself and understand what that means?“

Elisabeth Würmli, St. Gallen, Switzerland, former gym instructor having experienced a burnout, decided to get trained as a caregiver for dying people. She’s today tending to dying
people as a volunteer, either at the people’s homes or at the palliative-care unit.
“I just came to realize that – if I would like to do something good, no matter in what area –
I can only achieve this by starting with myself. Making peace with my inner self, for
example, or working against environmental pollution through my personal behaviour. To
care for nature in such a way, instead of telling others what to do and not to do. I think all
just starts with oneself. That’s the only way how things can change.
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THE DYING PERSON’S BILL OF RIGHTS

"Southwestern Michigan Service Education Council" 1975
I have the right to be treated as a living human being until I die.
I have the right to maintain a sense of hopefulness however changing its focus may be.
I have the right to be cared for by those who can maintain a sense of hopefulness, however
changing this might be.
I have the right to express my feelings and emotions about my approaching death in my
own way.
I have the right to participate in decisions concerning my care.
I have the right to expect continuing medical and nursing attention even though “cure”
goals must be changed to “comfort” goals.
I have the right not to die alone.
I have the right to be free from pain.
I have the right to have my questions answered honestly.
I have the right not to be deceived.
I have the right to die in peace and dignity.
I have the right to retain my individuality and not be judged for my decisions, which may
be contrary to beliefs of others.
I have the right to discuss and enlarge my religious and/or spiritual experiences, whatever
these may mean to others.
I have the right to expect that the sanctity of the human body will be respected after death.
I have the right to be cared for by caring, sensitive, knowledgeable people who will attempt
to understand my needs and will be able to gain some satisfaction in helping me face my
death.
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A JOURNEY INTO THE SPACES OF TRANSITION

Three years ago, my mother died in an old people’s and nursing home located in Rheintal.
Her last period she spent there hasn’t just made me become aware of life’s fragility in all
clarity (including my own one). I also realized how individuals in this last period of their life
extremely rely on the support by other people. Since the day I’ve been able to think, I have
always considered autonomy as being a fundamental right. Never had occurred to me that
independent behaving and decision making could be questioned or even lost by infirmity.
This may also be a main reason for the fact that in surveys 90 percent of the people state
that they would prefer to die at home. In reality though, things look rather differently.

Why have our desires and reality drifted apart that much? Aren’t there enough people
available maybe, who were sufficiently trained to care for dying people at their homes and to
ensure a dying process in grace and dignity? Can we afford to die at home and demand for
intensive care, at all? Do we put off the question, who will be there beside our bed one day,
just because we’re not ready to deal with this topic? Won’t it be too late for that, the moment
we will rely on help ourselves? Is it possible to influence the skills of our future caregivers
already today? And shouldn’t we raise these questions as early as possible and discuss
them in a broad societal debate?

I felt that dealing with this topic by the means of a film, that enables the transfer of emotions,
would be a good opportunity to reflect on the dying process and hence on life in general.

Having to rely on the support and presence by others isn’t exactly an easy thing in a society
focused on the highest degree of individuality possible. Today, we barely realize the
importance of those people who care for dying individuals. Also, the fact that these people –
mostly women – are doing this work mainly voluntarily is hardly perceived by our society. It
was immediately clear I didn’t intend to create just another film about dying but to portray the
“invisible” heroines and heroes of everyday life, people giving care to dying persons. The film
should animate to reflect on our communities, as well, in the sense of Gerald Hüther saying:
“We need communities whose members invite, encourage and inspire each
other in order to surpass each other.”

The film shouldn’t just focus on perceiving those people more adequately, though. It’s also
about the dealing with a transformation of our current culture of relationships. A small group
of people committed to the well-being of dying people is forming an easy to grasp community
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across continents and cultures with just one connecting element – being there for others.
Maybe, insights into their lives, thinking, feelings and behaviours could inspire and
encourage ourselves to make a contribution to the cohesion of our society on our own.

AUTHOR / PHOTOGRAPHER / PRODUCER / DIRECTOR / EDITOR
Thomas Lüchinger was born into a four children family in the Rheintal of St. Gallen in 1953.
His father was a municipality employee and highly committed to the public weal. In his youth
already, Thomas Lüchinger had the ambition and persistence in becoming an artist, his
attention being attracted by painting and film making. He first became a teacher, before he
entered the Lucerne School of Art, where he was trained to become an instructor for art
classes. Aged barely 23, he was acknowledged for his artistic work with a federal art
scholarship. Subsequently, he presented his works in Switzerland and foreign countries and
was awarded with several scholarships and prizes by the cantons of Lucerne, St. Gallen and
Zurich. Through an atelier scholarship by the city of Zurich he was given the opportunity of a
one-year stay in New York, which had a decisive impact on his life. During this period, his
sister died in a car accident.

Back from the USA, he got interested in Zen and realized his longstanding wish to produce
films. Without any funding by cultural authorities he accompanied Vietnamese Zen master
Thich Nhat Hanh with his camera through India. The resulting film STEPS OF
MINDFULNESS – A JOURNEY WITH THICH NHAT HANH was a huge success among
Swiss and foreign audiences. Since then, Lüchinger has worked as a film director as well as
an instructor. He has realized several feature documentary films for the cinema as well as in
coproduction with television stations. Besides, he has published specialist books, of which
some have been translated into other languages.

Together with his family, Lüchinger lives in a former farmer’s house on the hills of Appenzell.
His film AGNES MARTIN – ON A CLEAR DAY was presented in the international competition
of the Toronto Film Festival. During the summer of 2015, the film was screened at the Tate
Modern London in line with the Agnes Martin retrospective. Lüchinger is an autodidact film
maker but has participated in several courses at FOCAL over the last 20 years.
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FILMOGRAPHY

STEPS OF MINDFULNESS – A JOURNEY WITH THICH NHAT HANH
Documentary, 90 Min., 1999
Festivals Solothurn, Wiesbaden, Wien, Hamburg
Editing Anja Bombelli
International cinematic release, most successful Swiss film 1999
BEGINNING A NEW
Documentary, 90 Min., 2000
Festivals Solothurn, Berlin
Editing Anja Bombelli
ON A CLEAR DAY – AGNES MARTIN
Documentary, 52 Min., 2002
Festivals Solothurn, Basel/Art Basel, Wiesbaden, Toronto (Wettbewerb)
Editing Anja Bombelli
TV release Swiss Television, RAI 1 Italy
DER DIPLOMAT
Documentary, 90 Min., 2003
Editing Anja Bombelli
Festivals Solothurn
Coproduction Swiss Television
TV release Swiss Television, 3sat, Swiss Television West-Switzerland
JOHLE UND WERCHE
Documentary, 90 Min., 2006
Editing Ruth Schläpfer
Festivals Solothurn, Berlin
Cinematic release
Coproduction Swiss Television
TV release Swiss Television, 3sat
LUMINAWA
Documentary, 90 Min., 2009
Editing Angela Ryser
Festivals Solothurn
Cinematic release
Coproduction Swiss Television
TV release Swiss Television, 3sat
GUETS NEUS – SCHÖÖ, WÜESCHT OND SCHÖÖWÜESCHT
Documentary, 90 Min., 2011
Editing Ruth Schläpfer
Festivals Solothurn
Cinematic release
Coproduction Swiss Television
TV release Swiss Television
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STILLS

Ron Hoffman, caregiver CCALS, USA

Elisabeth Würmli, caregiver volunteer, Switzerland
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Sonam Dölma, hospice nurse, Nepal

www.being-there.ch
info@being-there.ch

Roses for you Film
Thomas Lüchinger
Lütiswiesstrasse 821
9062 Lustmühle
www.rosesforyou.ch
info@rosesforyou.ch

Links
http://www.ccals.org
http://www.hospiz-sg.ch
http://www.palliative-ostschweiz.ch
http://www.sanghazen.com.br
http://www.shechen.org
http://www.krebsliga-sg.ch/de/index.cfm
http://ephma.com
http://www.hospizimpark.ch
http://www.redsmoke.ch
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