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Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind  (2004) 
 

 
 

How happy is the blameless vestal's lot 
The world forgetting, by the world forgot. 

 
Introducing Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind 
 
Emotionally withdrawn Joel Barish (Jim Carrey) and 
Clementine Kruczynski (Kate Winslet), a dysfunctional free 
spirit, meet for what they think is the first time on a Long 
Island Rail Road train from Montauk to Rockville Centre. 
They are unaccountably drawn to each other despite 
radically different personalities. 
 
As it turns out, they were once sweet-hearts, but after two 
years their relationship was in a decline. After a nasty fight, 

Clementine stormed out of Joel's apartment and impulsively 
hired a New York firm called Lacuna, Inc., to erase all 
memories of him. Joel was devastated when he found out 
what she had done and decided to undergo the procedure 
himself. However, while unconscious and having his 
memories of her erased, he rebelled, realizing he wanted to 
hang on to his memories of her after all. 
 
Much of the film takes place in Joel's mind as he tries to 
figure out how to preserve some memory of his love for 
Clementine. We watch their love and courtship go in reverse, 
as the memories are slowly erased while Joel tries his best 
to resist the procedure and hide inside his own mind. 
 
In separate and related story arcs, the employees of Lacuna 
are revealed to be more than peripheral characters, in 
scenes which further demonstrate the harm caused by the 
memory-altering procedure. Mary (Kirsten Dunst) turns out 
to have had a relationship with the married doctor who 
heads the company (Tom Wilkinson), a relationship which 
she agreed to have erased from her memory when his wife 
discovered the affair. 
 
Once she learns of this, she steals the company's records 
and sends them to all of its clients. Patrick (Elijah Wood), 
lonely and socially inept, became fixated on Clementine and 
uses the personal mementos that Joel Barish gave to 
Lacuna as part of his "erasure" process in order to seduce 
Clementine. These romantic entanglements turn out to have 
a critical effect on the main story-line of Joel and 
Clementine's relationship. 
 
For more information about the film, and further links, see: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eternal_Sunshine_of_the_Spotless_Mind 

Awards and film festivals  

The film has received numerous awards and nominations 
from: Academy Awards, American Film Institute, British 
Academy Awards, Broadcast Film Critics Association, 
Golden Globe, L.A. Film Critics Association, National Board 
of Review, National Society of Film Critics, Screen Actors 
Guild, Sundance Film Festival, Toronto Film Critics Circle, 
and Writers Guild of America. 

For more detail on the awards and recognition, see: 
http://www.allmovie.com/cg/avg.dll?p=avg&sql=1:278676~T4 

 



 
 

“Pages ripped out. I don't remember doing that…” 
 
What Good Are All These Memories Anyway? : 
Film Discussion Questions  
 
Why did the director choose a fragmented, non-linear 
narrative structure to tell this story? 
 
What elements of the film’s construction do you find most 
interesting to the development of the story? Do any of these 
cinematic devices effect your appreciation or comprehension 
of the film? Which elements are most striking or memorable? 
 
Which characters do you best identify with? How would you 
describe Joel’s personality in contrast to Clementine’s? 
 
Clementine describes herself as "impulsive," that she applies 
her "personality in a paste,” referring to her hair color. How 
authentic are her advances to Joel? Does she love him? 
 
Clementine stated on a couple occasions, "Too many guys 
think I'm a concept, or I complete them, or I'm gonna make 
them alive. But I'm just a girl who's lookin' for my own piece 
of mind; don't assign me yours." How do you interpret this 
statement in the context of the film? Does Joel understand? 
 
What solution would you propose to saving Joel and Clem’s 
relationship? Are they doomed? Is compromise enough? 
 
Was Joel’s friend Rob acting in Joel’s best interest when he 
revealed that Clementine had Joel erased from her memory? 
Why did Rob’s wife Carrie disagree with Rob’s decision to 
reveal this? 
 
Midway though the memory erasure procedure, Joel realizes 
that he treasures certain memories and the feelings 
associated with them. Would you agree that love, even if it 
ends in misery, holds value in memory? What human 
affections, if any, are worth remembering, even though it is 
painful to do so? 
 
Was it a breach of ethics for Mary to mail all of Lacuna’s 
clients their files and recorded tapes? 
 
Suppose a former client of Lacuna demanded to know 
whether the procedure had been done: which is more 
important, the wishes of someone before they had the 
procedure done, or their wishes after? 
 

English philosopher John Locke, in one of the first modern 
accountings of consciousness and identity, argued that 
personal identity is defined not by the physical body or the 
“soul”, but by repeated self-identification. Thus, according to 
Locke, memory is an integral aspect of the self. Are 
Clementine and Joel different people after they have their 
memories erased? Does this erasure cause their identities to 
change in a meaningful way? 
 
In a compelling final scene, Joel and Clem listen to tapes of 
each other justifying why they chose to erase each other 
from memory. If on a first date with someone, you could hear 
a tape of yourself in describing what it’s like to be in a long-
term relationship with that person, would you choose to 
listen to it? 
 
Given the opportunity, would you choose to permanently 
erase a painful memory? Considering the context of the film, 
what are the consequences of such an action? What 
purpose do memories serve? 
 
Can you imagine a situation in which memory erasure is 
completely justified? 
 

 

 
“I liked Eternal Sunshine.. . What do I view next?” 
 

Random Harvest (1942, Mervyn LeRoy) 
Last Year At Marienbad (1961, Alain Resnais) 

Solaris (1972, Andrei Tarkovsky) 
Say Anything (1989, Cameron Crowe) 

Abre Los Ojos (1997, Alejandro Amenábar) 
Deconstructing Harry (1997, Woody Allen) 

Sliding Doors (1998, Peter Howitt) 
The Truman Show (1998, Peter Weir) 

Being John Malkovich (1999, Spike Jonze) 
Human Nature (2001, Michel Gondry) 

Punch-Drunk Love (2002, Paul Thomas Anderson) 
Lost In Translation (2003, Sofia Coppola) 

Stranger Than Fiction (2006, Marc Forster) 
The Science of Sleep (2006, Michel Gondry)  

 

 
 

“Come back and make up a good-bye at least. Let's pretend we had one.” 

 
Homewood Public Library Film Group 

17917 Dixie Highway 
Homewood, IL 60430 

Phone: 708-798-0121 ext. 216 
http://www.homewoodlibrary.org/film.htm 


