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Synopsis 
 
The feature length documentary, MY REINCARNATION, follows the renowned reincarnate 
Tibetan spiritual master, Chögyal Namkhai Norbu, as he struggles to save his spiritual tradition, 
and his Italian born son, Yeshi, who stubbornly refuses to follow in his father’s footsteps. 
 
When Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche escaped Tibet in 1959, he settled in Italy, where he married 
and had two children, of which Yeshi was the first. Yeshi was recognized as the reincarnation of 
Rinpoche’s uncle, a famous Dzogchen master, who died after the Chinese invaded Tibet. Yeshi 
grew up in Italy and never wanted to have anything to do with this legacy. He didn’t want to be a 
Teacher like his father, nor did he want to return to Tibet and the monastery of Rinpoche’s 
uncle, to meet the students waiting for him since his birth—something that his father continually 
admonished him to do. Instead, he dreamed of a normal life, away from the hoards of devoted 
students that always surrounded his father.  
 
Through intimate scenes we see a young man grow from 18 years old to 39 years old and 
maturity; and a father who begins the story in his 50 year-old prime turns to 70 years and old 
age. As the story unravels what is at stake is Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche’s spiritual tradition; for 
Yeshi it is his own identity. Will Yeshi’s Western lifestyle replace his family tradition and his 
spiritual roots? Will his father succeed at transplanting the vanishing Tibetan heritage to the 
Western world? The stories of both the father and the son combine to make MY 
REINCARNATION a universal drama that taps into the classic narrative of family and 
inheritance. As time passes, both father and son begin to change, giving MY REINCARNATION 
the scope and depth of great fiction. 
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The film builds its narrative through a creative weave of archival film, still photographs, and over 
1,000 hours of footage shot from 1988 to 2009: intimate cinéma vérité scenes with never-
before-seen access to a high Tibetan Teacher and his family. In addition, the interviews done 
with Namkhai Norbu and Yeshi over twenty years provide a second text that is married to 
scenes to give insight and conflict, revealing the changing characters. The image of water and 
swimming, Namkhai Norbu’s beloved pastime, is used as a repetitive thematic pillar through the 
film and a representation of his teachings of integration and emptiness. The natural sounds of 
chanting and song, combined with added effects and carefully scored music, is used to express 
a non-verbal sense of the spiritual world Norbu Rinpoche seeks to transmit to his son—and to 
the West. 
 
Through years of filmmaking, Jennifer Fox has honed her skills at documentary storytelling with 
projects such as BEIRUT: THE LAST HOME MOVIE (Best Documentary Film at the 1988 
Sundance Film Festival and Grand Prix for Best Documentary at the 1988 Cinema Du Reel), AN 
AMERICAN LOVE STORY (premiered at the Berlinale and Sundance 1999 and Gracie Award 
for Best Television Series), and most recently FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF A FREE WOMAN 
(premiered at IDFA and Sundance 2007, theatrical release in the US). With MY 
REINCARNATION, she has applied these skills to transform this secret and esoteric subject 
into an accessible and powerful dramatic feature for a general audience. 
 
MY REINCARNATION has been made through a unique co-production with the Dutch Buddhist 
Broadcasting Channel, ZDF-ARTE, Swiss TV, YLE-1, Finnish Television and Italy and is pre-
sold to POV, the premiere documentary series on American Public Television. 
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Interview with Director Jennifer Fox 
 
What is the story of the film?  
Well, the story is about Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche and his son Yeshi Namkhai over two 
decades, beginning in 1988 to the present. It is a universal, classic father-son story about a 
father who wants to save his traditional culture and history by passing them onto his son and a 
son who wants nothing more than to be modern. Yeshi was born in Italy and in the beginning –
at age 18 when I began filming him – wanted to escape his father’s mission. But Yeshi goes 
through a transformation over 20 years, and joins his father and becomes a teacher in his own 
right. So, it is this archetypical story that can speak to a wider audience.  
 
How did you begin the project? 
I met Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche in 1985 when I 
was 25 years old and began studying Tibetan 
Buddhism and Dzogchen. At age 28, I took a 
much needed hiatus from filmmaking to travel with 
him on and off for four years as his secretary. 
During that time, I began to film his everyday life—
his family his teaching, and his travels from an 
insider’s perspective. Everyone knew I was a 
filmmaker—I had just finished BEIRUT: THE 
LAST HOME MOVIE—but since I was alone with 
a little camera, I didn’t make much of an impact and I am sure they didn’t take me very 
seriously. It was a time of great technological changes. I remember I bought the very first small 
broadcast quality camera to film him on his journeys. It was a high-8 camera that went on my 
shoulder and I had some rudimentary radio mikes, so I could be a one-woman crew. 
 
Were you already thinking of making a film when you began filming Rinpoche in 1988? 
Honestly, I didn’t know. I just felt it was such a precious moment where I had such access that I 
shouldn’t miss it. Namkhai Norbu was such an unusual spiritual master. He was playful and 
funny–not at all what people expected. Yet, his methods were helping so many westerners to 
understand this very high esoteric tradition, called Dzogchen, and apply it to their lives. He put 
his whole life energy into saving his spiritual tradition, which was in threat of extinction due to 
the Chinese occupation of Tibet. It looked like he was single handedly trying to transplant a 
whole culture to the west. Yet he never seemed sad even though he himself had lost his family, 
friends and his entire world. It was so moving to watch this heroic effort. I wanted to make 
something about him, but I wasn’t sure how it would unfold. 
 
What about Yeshi, when did you begin to follow him? 
I started filming Yeshi at that time extensively as well. I was fascinated by the story of his 
reincarnation and thought it would be the basis of a good film with his father’s story. I remember 
a conversation we had walking on the street in Rome in 1989 where I said, “I know the film I 
should make: It would be a story about you and your father. You would go back to Tibet and 
accept your reincarnation and then you would start to teach.” And he said to me, “Forget it, it will 
never happen.”  He was very clear at that time that he wanted his own normal life, with a normal 
job and a family. But still, he talked about the fact that he had signs of his previous reincarnation 
and that he was a practitioner. He just did not want to be a Master with all the trappings being a 
Master entails. He had watched his entire life how hard it was for his father to be in this role. 
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Despite Yeshi’s words, I kept filming Yeshi and Rinpoche over the years, but every time I 
thought about it, I didn’t feel I had enough of a story to make a film, and I questioned how to 
convey the spiritual on film. After many requests from Babeth VanLoo at the Dutch Buddhist 
Film Foundation to continue this film, I finally agreed to face making something larger in the 
millennium. I knew there weren’t many years left to tell Chögyal Namkhai Norbu’s story and I 
doubted Rinpoche would allow another filmmaker inside his private life and family. It seemed 
clear I was the only one who could make a film about him because the family knew me so well 
and was so used to me already. So, I continued filming on and off for seven more years and 
something amazing happened: Yeshi began to change. Suddenly, we had the story container 
that I had been waiting for to be able to make the film. 
 
How is this film special? 
In the world of high religious leaders, it is incredible to see the access Chögyal Namkhai Norbu 
gave to the film. I can’t imagine any other teacher, allowing themselves to be filmed both in their 
public life and private for 20 years. Both father and son were enormously courageous to allow 
the camera inside their lives so openly on a day-to-day basis. It is a direct outgrowth of their 
approach to the Buddhist teachings. Norbu Rinpoche never wanted people to make a false 
hierarchy. He never wanted people to construct a fantasy of what is a Teacher. So in the film he 

allowed the camera close to show his real person, 
warts and all, and the real way a teacher works with 
students to help them evolve and awaken. He allowed 
us to film him even when sick in the hospital or facing 
real problems with students. This is not a “fluff piece”, 
as we say in America. The film shows how hard it is to 
be a teacher, transmitting this enormous lineage to 
the West. By letting us into their ordinary lives you get 
to see the normal problems they face as father and 

son. They are struggling with the same issues fathers and sons (and all parents and children) 
struggle with everywhere: such as cultural differences, generational gaps, differing expectations, 
hopes and dreams. The film also shows how aging affects both father and son; how it softens 
and changes them, in ways that are both profound and universal. Yet it also shows their unique 
world of Tibetan Buddhism and Dzogchen and how the teachings affect both of them at different 
times. It shows how the tradition of spirituality is so alive, that it enters into every aspect of their 
lives, waking and sleeping, dreams and visions. The access is just incredible! 
 
Why have you filmed for so long? 
I always knew the film’s strongest narrative would be to show Rinpoche’s life over time. There is 
something universally powerful about a man putting his life energy into saving his spiritual 
heritage. Seeing Rinpoche developing over 20 years provides a very strong narrative. When I 
started to film him he was 49 years old, and I have followed him till now he is 70 years old. 
When I began to film Yeshi he was 18 years old; he is now 39. We can see the effect of 
Rinpoche’s efforts and the Community growing and also the problems of a bigger community 
and the personal price Rinpoche pays. There is a lot of to experience in the film, even if it’s not 
all verbal, through seeing him struggle and age. We learn about the precious human body, 
about the meaning of life, and integrating our existence. Rinpoche faced death over the years. 
He was able to survive cancer and various other illnesses. So, he is teaching about death in the 
formal teaching context, but also through his actual life where we see a man facing 
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impermanence. I think in documentary you can convey the most over time when you see people 
change. The viewer can observe that through mundane life we see a larger world and that ‘the 
personal is political’. So this film shows Rinpoche and Yeshi in a very ordinary way, even as 
they are very special people, and are facing very large issues like saving a spiritual culture from 
extinction – which is at the heart a very political message without the film actually talking 
politics.  
 
I heard you filmed over 1,000 hours, but how do you deal with so much material? 
Well, anyone who knows me knows that I have a history of shooting large amounts of footage 
for my projects! But there is no use shooting material if it is lost when you get to the edit. So, 
over the years I have developed an extensive logging process customizing the Filemaker Pro 
Program to make sure everything is searchable on a database in the edit. For this film we 
logged months with a large team of interns lead by a young woman, who was becoming a 
filmmaker and spoke Italian and English. The key was that she was a Buddhist student already 
and so could understand the terms and help the loggers log properly. Every world has its own 
language and the special terms can be daunting. Even know we knew that most of the Buddhist 
terms would be cut out from the final film, you have to use them to organize the material 
properly. My whole goal is to enter the edit methodically and calmly, with everything prepared. 
Then you can have 50 hours or 10,000 hours, it makes no difference. What I always strive for is 
to let the essential story boil up from the material. My goal is to protect that story essence 
against all the external forces and to listen to what the film wants to be. As a filmmaker, I am 
less a director than a midwife, trying to allow the birth to what is essential and existing since the 
beginning in the footage.  
 

 
 
How did this frame of father-son story change the possibilities for the project? 
Once Yeshi began to change, we had an incredible story arc. Suddenly broadcasters began to 
be interested. They said, “Oh we get it now; it’s a universal story about a father and a son. The 
prodigal son. All our audiences will understand that.” Being that the goal was always a wide 
audience, we finally had the story container that people could relate to. We started out in 
millennium with the Dutch co-production with BOS, the Dutch Buddhist Television Channel, and 
then by partnering with co-producers Carl Ludwig Rettinger of Germany and Andres Pfaeffli of 
Switzerland we have gotten TV distribution in France and Germany with ARTE, Swiss 
Television, YLE-1 Finland and have just sold to the American Documentary strand POV that airs 
on Public Television. Now we are working on the Italian distribution with our co-producer Marta 
Donzelli. So all this is sort of a domino effect. We are also working to have it show in cinemas in 
many countries, especially in the US, Germany, Switzerland. It will be distributed on DVD both 
for home use and educational use and there will be an interactive website. So the goal of getting 
the film to a wide audience is being realized. 
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The Filmmakers 

 
JENNIFER FOX 

Director / Co-Producer / Camera 
 
Jennifer Fox is an internationally acclaimed director, producer, camerawoman and educator. 
Her first film, BEIRUT: THE LAST HOME MOVIE was broadcast in twenty countries, released 
theatrically in nine, and won seven international awards, including Best Documentary Film and 
Best Cinematography at the 1988 Sundance Film Festival and Best Documentary at the 1988 
Cinema Du Reel Festival, Paris. She produced, directed and shot the groundbreaking ten-hour 
PBS/BBC/ARTE series AN AMERICAN LOVE STORY, which screened in its full 10-hour form 
at festivals internationally, including the Sundance and Berlin Film Festivals (1999). LOVE 
STORY aired in the USA nationally on PBS primetime. It received a Gracie Award for Best 
Television Series and was named ”One of the Top Ten Television Series of 1999” by "The New 
York Times", "Time Out", "The Boston Globe", "Time Magazine", and "The New York Daily 
News". She co-produced, directed and shot the six-part film, FLYING: CONFESSIONS OF A 
FREE WOMAN through a unique Danish co-production, funded by the Danish Film Institute, TV-
2 Denmark, BBC, ARTE, YLE-1, SBS, SVT, ICON & Humanist Channels Netherlands, the 
Sundance Channel, and a Creative Capital Grant.  FLYING premiered at the International 
Documentary Film Festival in Amsterdam (IDFA) in 2006 and the Sundance Film Festival in 
2007 and did a 20-city theatrical tour in North America before airing on the BBC, SVT, TV-2, 
YLE, SBS, and the Sundance Channel in 2008. Jennifer has Executive Produced many award-
winning films including:  LOVE & DIANE; ON THE ROPES; DOUBLE EXPOSURE; 
COWBOYS, LAWYERS AND INDIANS; ABSOLUTELY SAFE?; the ten part television series, 
PROJECT TEN: REAL STORIES FROM A FREE SOUTH AFRICA, and the fiction feature film, 
UPSTATE. She has consulted on numerous documentaries, including the Sundance Grand 
Prize winner, SOUTHERN COMFORT and the Slamdance Grand Prize winner, STONE 
READER. Jennifer is the author of the screenplays, LILA: A FAIRTALE, a feature, co-written 
with Oren Moverman, the short film, THE WOMAN WITH ONE BREAST, the television pilot, 
THE GOOD EGG, co-written with Deborah Copaken Kogan and is currently writing the feature 
script, THE HORSE'S TALE. She is the subject of three films on filmmaking, TO HECK WITH 
HOLLIWOOD!, CINEMA VERITE: DEFINING THE MOMENT and CAPTURING REALITY: 
THE ART OF DOCUMENTARY. Jennifer has lectured and taught filmmaking nationally and 
internationally and run documentary training programs all over the world. She filmed her 
groundbreaking new feature documentary, MY REINCARNATION, over an unprecedented 
twenty years. 
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BABETH M. VANLOO 
Co-Producer 

 
Babeth M. Vanloo is a highly accomplished film and television director, producer, and media 
artist based in Amsterdam. With her production company Film Art Amsterdam, she has 
produced over 50 TV programs and directed numerous documentaries, including BHUTAN: 
WOMEN OF THE DRAGON KINGDOM, BHUTAN: GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS, NON-
VIOLENT RESISTANCE, COMING HOME: THE CREMATION OF KHANDRO LLHAMO, 
WOMEN AND BUDDHA POTENTIAL, THE DEDICATION OF MATTHIEU RICARD, and 
MEREDITH MONK – INNER VOICE. Her projects, which mainly focus on art, social 
engagement, and spirituality, have been broadcast on television stations worldwide, including 
PBS in the USA, NHK in Japan, WDR in Germany, Antenne 2 in France, and VPRO, IKON, EO, 
and BOS in the Netherlands. Between 1977 and 2000, she taught filmmaking and media at 
several international art and film academies, and from 1994 to 2001 she worked as a producer 
for internationally acclaimed filmmaker Johan van der Keuken. Since 2000, she has served as 
the Programming Director of the Buddhist Broadcasting Foundation (BOS), the first Buddhist TV 
station in the Western world that is part of the Public Broadcasting System for producing and 
broadcasting documentaries. 
 

CARL-LUDWIG RETTINGER 
Co-Producer 

Carl-Ludwig Rettinger was commissioning editor at the German Public Broadcaster ZDF for 
independent feature films and documentaries. In 1992 he became shareholder and managing 
director of the film production company LICHTBLICK, based in Cologne and Berlin. 
LICHTBLICK belongs to the leading independent production houses in Germany and has 
collaborated with filmmakers, broadcasting companies and partner firms in more than 40 
countries. The results have included such outstanding documentary films as TIGRERO by Mika 
Kaurismäki (with Samuel Fuller and Jim Jarmusch) which received the International Film Critic’s 
Award at the Berlinale, OUT OF TIBET by Solveig Klassen, which was awarded the Young Lion 
in Munich and nominated for the Joris Ivens Award in Amsterdam, and MASSAKER, awarded 
the Fipresci Prize at the Berlinale as well as the Special Prize in Nyon. LICHTBLICK also 
produces feature films, such as LA NOCE by Pawel Lungin and DIVINE INTERVENTION by 
Elia Suleiman, both were awarded with the Special Prize of the Jury in Cannes. Recent cinema 
releases are DAVID WANT'S TO FLY by David Sieveking, ‘best film’ at St. Petersburg 
documentary festival and Hessischer Filmpreis, I SHOT MY LOVE by Tomer Heyman, best 
short documentary at Hot Docs Toronto, THE CHAMPAGNE SPY by Nadav Shirman, best 
documentary at Tel Aviv and John Schlesinger Award,  

ANDRES PFAEFFLI & ELDA GUIDINETTI 
Co-Producers 

 
Born 1954 in Zurich, Switzerland, Andres Pfaeffli graduated with degrees in History and 
Romanistic Studies from the University of Zürich and Geneva. In 1979 he started to work in the 
film business first as a distributor then as director and producer.   In 1988, he created the 
documentary MARIO BOTTA –SENZA LUCE NESSUNO SPAZIO, followed by many others. 
Born in Chiasso, Switzerland, Elda Guidinetti studied Literature at the Università di Pavia and 
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Sciences at the University of New Mexico in the USA. In 1991, they created the company 
ventura film that produces both feature films and documentaries primarily in collaboration with 
European partners. Since its inception, the main aim of the company has been to focus on films 
that explore and cross new boundaries in form and content. Among the films produced by 
ventura film are: two films by Pedro Costa NO QUARTO DA VANDA—awarded at Locarno, 
Yamagata and Cinéma du réel—and JUVENTUDE EN MARCHA - in competition in Cannes, 
Los Angeles Film Critics and many other awards; LA FELICITÀ NON COSTA NIENTE by 
Mimmo Calopresti - several nominations for David di Donatello e Nastri d’argento; INTO GREAT 
SILENCE by Philip Groening - widely acclaimed around the world, Best European 
Documentary, Sundance Special Jury Prize; ANGEL ON THE RIGHT by Djamshed Usmonov - 
“Un certain regard” in Cannes, London Film Festival FIPRESCI Prize, Tokyo Film Festival 
Special Jury Prize; LOS MUERTOS by Lisandro Alonso - Cannes “Quinzaine des réalisateurs”, 
Best Film at Torino Film Festival; and recently LE QUATTRO VOLTE by Michelangelo 
Frammartino. 
 

MARTA DONZELLI & GREGORIO PAONESSA 
Co-Producers 

 
Vivo film is an independent production and distribution of documentaries and art house films, 
established by Marta Donzelli and Gregorio Paonessa in 2004. The company has, among 
others, produced works by Guido Chiesa, David Christensen, Jean-Louis Comolli, Michelangelo 
Frammartino, Franco Giraldi, Chiara Malta, Pippo Mezzapesa, Susanna Nicchiarelli, Nelo Risi, 
Corso Salani, Daniele Vicari. Vivo Film’s productions have been selected by some of the most 
prestigious international film festivals. In 2007, IL MIO PAESE IL by Daniele Vicari won a David 
di Donatello (Italian Film Academy) as “Best Documentary” and LOCARNO, IMATRA by Corso 
Salani, was awarded a Pardo d’Oro, Special Jury Prize of “Cineasti del Presente”. LE 
QUATTRO VOLTE, the second work by Michelangelo Frammartino, was premiered in May 
2010 within Cannes Director’s Fortnight, being awarded the European Cinema Label; recently it 
has also received the Cinevision Award at the Munich Film Festival. It the USA, the film was 
invited to the Telluride Film Festival, the Toronto Film Festival and the New York Film Festival. 
 

SABINE KRAYENBÜHL 
Editor 

 
Sabine Krayenbühl is a highly accomplished and diversified editor having worked extensively in 
Europe and the US on over thirty documentaries, features and short films, many of which have 
premiered at prestigious festivals around the world. Amongst Krayenbühl’s impressive credits is 
critically acclaimed MAD HOT BALLROOM (2005), a documentary feature produced by 
Paramount Classics that has enjoyed much success in the US and abroad. It has become 
something of a pop culture phenomenon and places within the top ten highest grossing 
documentaries of all time. In 2004, Krayenbühl edited the Oscar and Independent Spirit Award 
nominated documentary film MY ARCHITECT, which was produced by HBO/Cinemax. Her 
most recent films include the festival favorite THE BRIDGE (2007), produced by IFC Films and 
ANOTHER DAY IN PARADISE, which aired on PBS in spring 2008. Krayenbühl has also 
directed several award-winning documentaries including I AIN’T NO PLACE and THE TWINS. 
For MY REINCARNATION she brought her incredible talents to bear including her multilingual 
skills in Italian, German, and French. 
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