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The Crypt in Outer Space: Grief in Solaris 
Mark Holmwood
Solaris (Lem, 1970) is a Polish science fiction novel written by Stanisław Lem in 1961. It is about an alien encounter. Therefore, its entire narrative is a thought experiment where humans try to interact with a sentient planet called Solaris. It had two famous cinema adaptations starting with Andrei Tarkovsky’s version in 1972 (Solaris, 1972). Soderbergh’s adaptation in 2002 (Solaris, 2002), while it remains faithful to this central theme, also focuses on the nature of human relationships which are delicate and fragile. It puts the problematic relationship of its two main characters at the front: Chris and Rheya. The way they are separated is where the trauma happens: Chris gets trapped in an intrapsychic tomb due to losing Rheya to suicide.
	The storyline of the film is linear with a few flashbacks as dream sequences. Chris Kelvin (George Clooney), a clinical psychologist, is asked to travel to a remote space station in order to investigate the sudden break in communications. He reluctantly agrees to go. Shortly after his arrival, he understands what the problem is: the planet Solaris taps into the memories of the scientists while they are asleep, creates what the scientists have lost, and sends them in physical form to the station. In Chris’s case, it is his wife Rheya (Natasha McElhone), and via flashbacks the narrative reveals how they met, how she felt abandoned after an argument with Chris and killed herself, how Chris got traumatised and never got over it until now. The narrative after this point becomes independent and follows a different trajectory compared to the novel.
	Bereavement by suicide is a horrible experience I know personally very well. This experience enables me to read into Chris Kelvin’s predicament easily. He is not only inconsolable but also unable to help himself as a trained mind in human psychology. Therefore, his helplessness has a dual quality: mental and emotional. His melancholic intrapsychic tomb, or simply crypt, fits in with the definition of Abraham and Torok (1994): Chris has lost the hope of being acknowledged, and therefore he denies not only his loss but his love as well. As the planet forces him to face this loss in the flesh again and again, he gradually realises that he cannot continue his life in denial and decides to stay on the space station which is about to crash into Solaris.
	This analysis not only looks into the inner workings of this suicide attempt, but also explores the theory of prolonged grief disorder with its ties to self-destructive choices after a traumatic loss. I specifically interpret Chris’s final destination as a transition to a higher plane of existence which is what the ending of the film suggests. Therefore, the way out of his crypt becomes mystical and beyond human understanding. As I apply Jungian concepts to the analysis, I tie the film’s finale with the research of Rosen (1975) who interviewed several people after they jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. 

No answers, only choices
Halfway through the film Solaris (2002) a short dream sequence appears. During this scene an enigmatic sentence is uttered during a conversation between Chris Kelvin and his deceased ex-colleague, Gibarian (Ulrich Tukur). Gibarian simply tells Chris: ‘There are no answers, only choices’ (Ibid.). This short yet crucial sentence provides insight to the stages and the end of Chris’s grief journey which is the focus of this analysis.
	The original novel by Stanisław Lem (1970) stands as a philosophical thought experiment where human beings discover, try to study and understand an intelligent but mysterious planet. Their ambition is only matched by their failure as the novel ends with a defeated Kris Kelvin on a tiny island on the planet confessing humanity’s inability to comprehend such a majestic extra-terrestrial entity.
	Tarkovsky’s compelling cinematic version (1972) incorporates most of Lem’s philosophical musings on celluloid, but it also shifts the focus from alien contact to love and human relationships. Soderbergh, however, takes this approach one step further and puts Chris and Rheya’s relationship at the heart of the film where the attempt to understand a new intelligent being becomes a minor problem.
	The pointlessness of the attempt lies in the fact that human beings, specifically the ones portrayed in the film, are depicted in numerous scenes where they are unable to communicate or understand each other properly. Communicating with a godlike being, therefore, becomes a trivial endeavour when one cannot even understand one’s own species. This is surprisingly in tune with Lem’s original intentions in the novel even though he hated both cinematic interpretations. 
	As Soderbergh muses on love and loss, Chris’s attempts to come to terms with his trauma and his struggles to recover become the main storyline. From the very first scene to the very last one, the director never deviates from Chris’s suffering which ultimately leads him to a choice/sacrifice that comes at the end of the film.  
	In order to examine the film’s narrative closely, the rest of the analysis is divided in three parts: the first part looks at the symbolism embedded in the film; the second part looks at the intersections of grief theory and Jungian analysis; and the last section focuses on Chris’s choice. Before delving further into Chris’s psychological journey, I will discuss some of the symbols in the film and how they contribute to the shift in Chris’s psyche.

Symbols in the film
The word Solaris is linked to the Sun in Latin. It basically means ‘pertaining to the Sun’. The Sun, as an astronomical object, is the source of light, heat and life, and its rays have penetrated all the layers of the Earth since its formation as a planet. Ever since Babylonian times, it is symbolically associated with a powerful Sun god/deity as a destroyer of evil and darkness. In Christian iconography, Jesus Christ is a chronocrator and therefore triumphant over time. As his birth is celebrated every year, he brings light and warmth to humanity when the cold and dark days of winter reach   
an end with the solstice in the Northern Hemisphere. Psychological symbolism depicts the Sun as the cosmic intellect that shines and illuminates the deepest recesses of mind, body, and soul. According to Chevalier and Gheerbrant (1996) Hindu writers attribute the beginning and the end of all things to the Sun which is symbolised by the Sun deity, Savitri. In Lem’s and Soderberg’s case, it is not so far away from this belief either. Solaris appears as the creator, or the source of the doppelgangers (or simply called “visitors”) on the space station, and that is where they return to when they are killed by a high energy proton accelerator.
 Solaris, however, is not a star. It is a planet. Planetary symbolism goes back to prehistoric ages and it is the sign of belief in the symbiosis of Heaven and Earth. Chevalier and Gheerbrant (1996), in their planetary list of the Kabbalistic system of correspondences, explain how the Sun is linked to one of the operations of the spirit, namely will. Solaris, in this context, becomes the mysterious embodiment of will which denotes capacity, ability, and undeniably, choice. The planet does not provide any answers to human curiosity and questions, and the observers on the spaceship bend to the planet’s will. This is similar to how an individual is said to be influenced by the aspects of planets on his/her astrological natal chart. Chris is compelled to make a choice due to Solaris’s effect on his psyche. This is something he did not foresee, and he did not expect as it was buried deep in his unconscious until he came face to face again with Rheya. 
Pauli, in his interpretation of Kepler (Jung and Pauli, 1955), talks about circular motion and the image of the circle as functions and faculties of the soul: ratiocinatio, reflection, and logical conclusion. Solaris, depicted in the film as a perfect circle with changing colours of blue, pink and magenta, suggests the fluxes in Chris’s grief journey, his rationality, his understanding and relation to his past with Rheya, and his inevitable decision at the end of the film.
Another interesting point in the film is that the spaceship that brings Chris to the doomed space station orbiting Solaris is called Athena. Continuing the mythological connection, the station is called Prometheus. These two Greek gods share one unique characteristic. They both offer help to humans to transform their way of life. While Prometheus brings fire and triggers technological progress, Athena offers wisdom and truth to alter consciousness. Chris’s journey through the film is a change of consciousness in itself as he realizes that he will neither be happy nor complete if he goes back to Earth.
The name Rheya is a derivative of the name Rhea. Greek mythology makes only a tiny distinction between Gaia and Rhea. In fact, Rhea seems to be a continuation of the Gaea/Mother Earth myth:
The legend of Rhea was formed by more or less repeating that of Gaea. The couple Rhea-Cronus correspond exactly to the couple Gaea-Uranus. Both goddesses have the same maternal anxieties and both husbands come to the same unhappy end. In the same way that the primitive Greeks made Gaea the Great Mother and author of all beings, so the supremacy of Rhea was affirmed by the fact that she was made mother of the great ruling gods of Olympus. (Aldrington and Ames, 1996: 150)
 Aldrington and Ames (1996) also add that the Egyptian goddess of Nut lies at the source of Rhea. In the film, Rheya’s blatant rejection of the idea of having a child is evocative of the punishment of Ra, who forbids Nut from having a child. Nut eventually gives birth to the solar god Horus. She is also the guardian of the dead as she is frequently depicted as carrying dead people in her arms. All this heavy and multi-layered symbolism makes the union of Chris and Rheya at the end very significant in terms of death, dying, grief, and rebirth.  
The name Chris is of course a derivative of Christ and comes from its Greek origin, meaning ‘carrier of Christ’. With this unbreakable connection, it brings all the religious references, connotations, imagery and symbolism including (but not limited to) Saviour, Redeemer, ascension/descension, man’s suffering and redemption, banishment of death, resurrection and sacrifice/sacrificial death. According to Jung, he becomes an archetypal symbol of self (CW9ii: 68-126; CW11: 226-33), alpha and omega, and uroboros (CW14: 423), wholeness (CW9ii: 73), alchemy of Sol and Luna (CW16: 355), dying and self-transforming god (CW11: 146).
The relationship between Rheya and Chris is intertwined with door, gate, and lock imagery. The sequence of these images starts with Chris’s fridge door at his home on Earth which is shown again at the end of the film. The second one is the doorknob scene on the train which is the first time they see each other, and it marks the beginning of their journey together. Door/lock imagery appears on the spaceship too. The first visitor Rheya is sent off to outer space after Chris ejects her by closing the shuttle door. Before the arrival of second visitor Rheya, Chris locks himself in his room to prevent her possible return. Once she arrives, however, he refuses to let her go and locks the door again.
Gateways and doors symbolise the actual passing from one state, from one world to another, or from a known realm to an unknown one. They indicate a threshold which must be crossed in order to initiate a voyage to somewhere beyond human understanding. Chris’s actual shutting of doors, in this sense, imply his denial and inability to come to terms with the passing and transformation. The fridge door, which is shown at the beginning and at the end of the film, is deeply symbolic in itself too. A fridge is used to preserve things and keep them frozen. Chris’s empty fridge at the beginning without the photo of Rheya on the door implies his frozen state of grief which he is aware of but the lid/door on it is shut.
With all these recurring symbols embedded in the film, it is also significant to note DBA’s choice to send Chris to Solaris. Their rationale is briefly explained when two officers show up at Chris’s house at the beginning of the film. For reasons they do not know the on-board instrumentation is still working, but the scientists aboard the space station avoid communicating with the command centre on Earth. In order to guarantee their safe return, a psychologist is needed in order to identify and solve the human element of the problem. This request puts Chris in a powerful but difficult position which is similar to a misconception regularly observed in therapist-client relationships where the therapist is asked and expected to know everything and provide a quick solution. Lévy-Leboyer (1988: 781) notes:
Psychologists are asked to give practical solutions to all kinds of human problems and sound advice and firm opinions on all kinds of practical issues immediately and without delay. Psychologists who refuse to play the role of such omniscient beings lose their prestige quickly. Paradoxically, if psychologists insist on the need for well-planned research and later present solutions and recommendations, along with proofs of their value, their advice is not always followed.
This predicament of Chris becomes the gist of his argument with Gordon (Viola Davis) later on in the film. As he cannot explain or understand (and becomes frustrated with his failure to comprehend) Rheya’s appearance and the motives of Solaris, his suggestion to study his visitor further is quickly and aggressively rejected by Gordon.
In a nutshell, the film focuses on Chris’s inability to move on after Rheya’s suicide, his dull life on Earth after his loss, and how things get complicated when he is forced by Solaris to face and deal with his grief. Even though Soderbergh follows Lem’s novel, he deliberately changes the angle of how the human-god connection is portrayed, especially with the film’s mystical ending. With this decision he makes Solaris an intriguing examination of human suffering and healing in terms of Jungian psychotherapy. The next section will look at the concept of grief within the context of its representation in the film

[bookmark: _Toc75009646]A life in anguish – prolonged grief disorder
Hans Schaer describes Jungian Psychology as a ‘spacious new world that contains wide tracts of unknown territory and many secrets, and that accordingly holds out all possibilities of discovery’ (Schaer, 1950: 21). This description is similar to how Solaris is depicted. With its vast ocean, everything that makes Solaris is liquid and dissolved, creating a completely unknown domain. The source (or the limit) of its powers and intelligence is not only lurking beneath the surface but it is also made tangible and magnified to a universal scale. It defies human understanding, calculation, and reason. In Chris’s case, however, it creates the battleground of his grief and leads him to his encounter with the numinous.
At the beginning of the film Chris Kelvin’s cool, calm and calculated life as a psychologist is set within the first few minutes. He organises group therapy sessions, discusses the individual personality traits and their links to sessions with a client on the phone. He then tries to prepare supper for only himself, his loneliness reflected in the frugal fridge. Apart from his commute on the train and his clients, there is no sign of anyone significant in his life, no friends, no significant other. He leads a lonely and a distant private life. He is so deep in this seemingly safe routine, he shows resistance to DBA officers’ suggestions that he is the right person to go.
The opening of the film shows raindrops on the window, and Chris is sitting on his bed safely guarded from the rain looking tired, silent, and despondent. As Rheya’s voiceover is heard, it appears as if he has blocked the whole world outside and is absorbed in his own mind. The second scene shortly depicts a group therapy session where Chris’s status is ambiguous. It is not clear whether he is the facilitator or the participant. In either case, he is still completely silent. The dialogue in this scene highlights and foreshadows the events that would happen later. The male participant mentions how the traumatic memories of his wife are so easily triggered as anything can set her off and make her return to that vulnerable place. The female participant, on the other hand, complains about seeing images and not feeling anything, thinking they are less than real every time she sees them. 
These two descriptions of how memories and images can trigger anxiety in the present or alienate a person from reality completely match how Chris and Rheya are portrayed in the film. Rheya’s first appearance on the space station creates an instant emotional challenge for Chris. His deep wish to enjoy Rheya’s presence once again is conflicted with the knowledge that what appears as Rheya in front of him is not her. As a responsible psychologist and a rational person, he has to accept the fact that she is dead. Therefore, he tricks this first visitor Rheya and sends her off to space. He is also unable to contain his emotions for the loss of his wife for the second time, feeling helpless because he has failed to save her again. 	
Rheya, on the other hand, during her second appearance on the space station, starts to realise that her memories have a fake quality to them. In a form of depersonalization, she remembers them as images and events, but she clearly describes how she feels not having lived them. This contrast is reminiscent of Schaer’s interpretation of Jung. He comments, ‘our sensations, perceptions, and experiences are psychic data released by physical reality’ (Schaer, 1950: 24). Solaris releases what Chris has been ignoring and freezing all along. It creates Rheya out of Chris’s psyche which is why Rheya’s memories feel manufactured. Chris, in return, is forced to sense, perceive, and experience his grief as well as everything connected to Rheya which was suppressed, buried in his intrapsychic tomb, but is now in front of him in corporeal from, as a perfect replica.
Gibarian’s short speech about how humans essentially search for mirrors in the universe disguised in the form of sense of discovery takes its most serious form in the case of visitors. Solaris not only reflects back what is most wanted but also most hidden. It reproduces the loss as a tangible entity. Chris’s simple but desperate question to Snow (Jeremy Davies) after sending first visitor Rheya away, ‘will she come back?’, illustrates how deeply rooted his grief is. His pining for his wife starts to overwhelm his rational mind, and this powerful yearning would eventually defeat his thinking self.
Suicidal ideation after a traumatic bereavement, and suicide as an act to the solution for grief is not uncommon (Parkes, 1970). It not only provides a radical shortcut for achieving a reunion with the deceased, but also delivers a deeply craved relief from the feelings of abandonment, alienation (both self and social), desolation, and hopelessness. The snowball effect of these feelings offers the grieving person a simple and practical solution to an exceptionally complex problem which the conscious mind can neither cope with nor contain any more. Jung describes this as abaissement du niveau mental, the weakening of an individual’s will-power which leads to decreasing levels of self-control and grip upon circumstances, moods, and thoughts (CW3: 521). The sense of a negative future then becomes sufficient to eat away at the survival instinct. The fact that the act of suicide can also deliver altruistic, anomic, or egoistic results (Durkheim, 2002) supports the attraction an individual feels towards self-destruction.    
The systematic studies of Prigerson (1999) and Horowitz (1993) into Prolonged grief disorder (PGD) identifies several characteristics which Chris displays: sense of self empty or confused since the loss, or feeling that a part of oneself has died as a result of the loss; avoidance of reminders of the loss; extreme difficulty moving on with life; absence of emotion; and feeling life is empty and the future bleak without the deceased.
In the brief opening scenes of the film Chris is seen without any reminders about Rheya. There is neither one single photo together as a couple or of Rheya individually, nor is Chris shown wearing his wedding ring. The memory of Rheya and her suicide is carefully repressed, even though its effects are visible in Chris’s depressed state by the bed. He does not smile or cry till the first visitor Rheya appears in the film. Also, just before Chris decides to stay on the space station and crash into Solaris, it is revealed by him how he felt empty, hopeless, and unable to heal after Rheya’s death on Earth in a flashback/flashforward sequence. 
 Within the film’s narrative, Chris and Rheya are both pushed to make destructive choices. Rheya, physically abandoned and rejected by Chris after abortion, cannot cope with the idea and the feelings of losing her husband. Hers is an egoistic suicide triggered by a deep sense of unbelonging. Her suicide results from a sense of deep personal failure as she thinks she is responsible for not meeting Chris’s expectations of her, and that Chris stopped loving her. Chris’s choice to stay on the space station which is about to crash, however, appears anomic. With the death of Rheya he loses his deepest personal and meaningful connection. He also feels guilty as his decision to abandon Rheya so abruptly paved the way for her suicide. His guilt, coupled with his loss, traps him in his crypt. His loneliness, isolation, and estrangement with the society also feed into his sense of meaninglessness. The reasons behind the despondent, mostly silent, and mechanical scenes of Chris at the beginning of the film are revealed towards the end where his psyche steps out of the boundaries of time, connecting past, present and future in a perfect Jungian synchronicity. He perceives time not as past, present, and future, but in one singular moment. He knows that it was, it is, and it will continue to be unbearable to deal with Rheya’s suicide on Earth. His meaningful life ended with Rheya’s death and there is absolutely no way of recovering a piece of that happiness. This realisation, as he stands by the door of the spaceship Athena ready to cross another threshold to go back to Earth with Gordon, triggers his choice to embrace death. In this scene Soderbergh lets Chris express his thoughts in a voiceover: 
Earth. Even the word sounded strange to me now. Unfamiliar. How long had I been gone? How long had I been back? Did it matter? I tried to find the rhythm of the world where I used to live. I followed the current. I was silent and attentive. I made a conscious effort to smile...nod...stand...and perform the millions of gestures that constitute life on Earth. I studied these gestures until they became reflexes again. But I was haunted by the idea that I remembered her wrong. That somehow I was wrong about everything. (Solaris, 2002, 80:33) 
These words are important as they expose Chris’s limitations as a psychologist. As a professional he is expected to convey his knowledge and expertise in order to help people deal with the outside world and its shortcomings. Here, however, he muses about how he becomes a shell of himself, devoid of any emotion and unable to make a meaningful connection. As he confesses his conscious efforts to look as if he is an ordinary human being, he describes his deliberate attempts to “study” human behaviour in order to mimic them in the best possible way. In other words, he finally has his realisation that if he goes back to Earth after losing Rheya again he would not be able to live a fulfilling life. He would be forever trapped in an exogenous depression, tortured by guilt and grief. The life that awaits him now is a copy, a facsimile of his past life and past self, just like Gordon’s description of the visitor Rheya. He is now aware that he has become a stranger not only to himself but also to the life on Earth which he finds unfamiliar. 
The power of Chris’s loss is so strong that his expertise in psychology can only help him become a shell, but not heal and move on. All that knowledge leads to him being an unenthusiastic mimicker of a real person, a puppet of his own self. He has this epiphany as he watches Gordon launching the return journey to leave the space station, just before he makes his last conscious choice as a human being. After losing Rheya for the fourth time, he now does not expect anything or hope for anything. He is consumed by what Hillman (1997) calls ‘an analytical despair’.  He chooses to stay on the space station fully knowing that the station is going the crash into the planet and that he will die.
Chris’s suicidal ideation is implied via his fascination with Dylan Thomas’s famous poem, And death shall have no dominion (Thomas, 2016). In the film it is mentioned three times: first, it is revealed as Chris’s favourite while he was dating Rheya; second, when Chris finds a torn page containing the poem in -now dead- Rheya’s hand back on Earth; and third, when this memory of Chris was revealed to the visitor Rheya in the aftermath of her suicide on the space station. 
Jung considers death as an end to a former way of life, especially in the relationship between the first and the second half of life of a person which Jung describes as a circular motion. It is a cyclic form of transcendence from a separated, differentiated ego from the self to a superior unification of the ego and the self. This can be achieved as one gets older and closer to his/her end of life. In the poem, Thomas argues that death has no control over the human soul. Equally, death, which is the natural end of all things, is the ultimate dissolver of all human conflicts, dilemmas, and separation, including the ego and the self.
In Chris and Rheya’s case the separation can only be reversed, and Chris’s perpetual grief can only be dissolved by death and in death. Chris’s decision to die comes after his realisation that his personal tragedy was the result of events which include his personal mistakes, and the effects of these events will continue to haunt him even beyond Earth. Paired with his yearning for Rheya, death loses its fear factor and becomes an escape hatch. 
Zanardo (2011: 61) interprets the result of Chris’s choice as being overrun by his imagination and needs: ‘Kris, in letting his imagination stray by reinforcing Rheya as an imaginary reality, lost the opportunity to utilize her appearance as a truly imaginal symbolic experience’. In other words, he traps himself in another crypt in outer space. My interpretation of the film’s mystical finale is that Chris experiences numinosum. In the scene where the space station slowly (and loudly) falls into the planet, he reaches out and grabs the hand of Solaris which now appears to him as a child. In this crucial scene, the visual reference to The Creation of Adam by Michelangelo, the famous fresco from the Sistine Chapel, is unmistakeable. But Soderbergh does not make the index fingers touch. This time a defeated, grief-stricken man surrenders and holds on to a godlike being. In other words, Chris opens up to receive divine help and strength as he dies. 
With his direct contact with the divine, Chris’s experience of his personal numinosum and transformation begins. According to Jung, the numinosum cannot be conquered. One can only open oneself to it. He describes numinosum as this:
The numinosum - whatever its cause may be- is an experience of the subject independent of his will. At all events, religious teaching as well as the consensus gentium always and everywhere explain this experience as being due to a cause external to the individual. The numinosum is either a quality belonging to a visible object or the influence of an invisible presence that causes a peculiar alteration of consciousness (CW11: 6) 
[bookmark: _Toc75009647]Therefore, numinosum alters the consciousness completely as it transcends the current reality. When Chris surrenders to Solaris, his symbolic (and probably literal) death finally unites him with his wife and ends his suffering. Rheya’s calm and sympathetic reply to Chris’s question whether he is alive or dead in the last scene is crucial: ‘we do not have to think like that anymore’. He is now beyond time and space and where all conflicts between life’s opposites are diminished. This is given to him by Solaris which mirrors the help of Greek gods, Athena and Prometheus. It is finally revealed that his last choice has enabled him to live in a perpetual blissful state, making second visitor Rheya’s wish in her suicide note come true.

Entering the void
Even though Lem uses the character of Kris to illustrate how it is impossible for humans to understand a higher form of intelligence and being, and ends the novel with a feeling of futility, Soderbergh chooses to push the envelope further by giving Chris the freedom to be a part of a bigger, deeper understanding, a higher wisdom, a quantum consciousness where simple dichotomies like life and death do not matter. All polar opposites are neutralised as they cancel each other out. There is no more residual tension as his psyche is dissolved in and recreated by Solaris. His rejection of a meaningless, loveless, joyless, guilty existence without Rheya, coupled with his realization that his expertise and knowledge in human psychology cannot and will not help him move on, takes him to a higher domain of consciousness, a super-unification with an entity, a complete immersion into the great unconscious which is symbolised by Solaris’s massive ocean. The major themes and defining qualities of Christianity, which are sacrifice and redemption, become intertwined with Chris as a person and his ultimate choice. 
Solaris, from its bleak beginning to its mystical end where everything seems to be forgiven, is a 92-minute meditation on death and its many forms and reasons. When Chris arrives at the space station, the first thing he finds is a group of dead bodies in a cooling unit. After the first visitor Rheya is sent off, it is revealed that people are actually coming back from the dead. Gordon’s visitor is never shown but she describes how she got rid of it using the proton accelerator which is another example of death and murder. Snow, on the other hand, revealing he is actually the visitor Snow but not the real person, describes how he killed his original in self-defence just because he wanted to survive. Death, as a concept, takes different forms on Solaris, either embodied or embedded in action. Because Solaris acts as an unavoidable mirror where everything hidden, rejected, denied and buried in the psyche becomes visible and tangible. Jung’s ‘shadow’ archetype reaches its maximum capability when the negative memories and qualities these characters try to conceal break their hold, get reflected in Solaris’s mirror, and overwhelm the characters’ seemingly well-ordered egos and lives. 
Chris’s heartbreakingly honest confession to second visitor Rheya when he says ‘All I see is you’ sums up how he is now beyond the sensible, reasonable, controlled, rational thinking (but utterly lifeless) Chris shown at the beginning of the film. In Kübler-Ross’s terms, he is unable to break the loop between the Denial and Depression stages (Kübler-Ross, 2009). He is stuck between two impossible situations. If he lets Rheya go he will forever be mourning her loss and never heal. If he rejects everything and everybody else, he will be clinging on to something which is not the real Rheya, a fake but preferable reality. 
Parkes and Prigerson (2010) believe that calm and careful evaluation, which they call ‘appraisal’, of traumatic experiences has the potential to help people develop a realistic understanding about their current situation. Grief work, in this sense, is a way of creating meaning and making sense of a seemingly pointless but painful event. The repeated appearance of Rheya as the embodied form of Chris’s trauma, however, swings his mind to the opposite. The fact that he has not moved on, not processed his grief now reduces his mind to an obsessed, almost infantile stage of pure want and need.
The small but philosophical statement of Chris that comes just before this confession, ‘I don’t believe that we are predetermined to relive our past. I think we can choose it to do it differently’ (Solaris, 2002, 65:03), is a good example of a psychologist trying to help a client overcome his difficulty in breaking out of a negative cycle. Chris is desperately trying to convince the visitor Rheya that she can resist her impulses to kill herself again. Sadly, however, it also foreshadows his own destructive urge because it is the only viable option left to break his vicious emotional cycle as a tragic hero.
To understand the longstanding literary concept of tragic hero one must look at Greek drama. Aristotle (1965) lists peripétia (reversal, a situation changes into its opposite), anagnórisis (discovery), pathos (catastrophe, misfortune) and praxis (action, doing) as characteristics of a tragedy. Chris’s grief journey, in this sense, mimics a Greek tragedy for it reverses his situation, brings back his unfortunate past, and pushes him towards the shocking, sad, but inevitable conclusion where he discovers there is no hope but a choice to die.
In Greek tragedies, however, there is also the concept of catharsis, and this resolution is sometimes achieved by divine intervention. Soderbergh delivers Chris’s much-needed healing and liberation in the form of a deus ex machina: Solaris takes the role of Athena and Prometheus and brings sweet relief to a psyche trapped in misery. On the one hand, it is possible to say that it is another easy and sugar-coated Hollywood ending to an impossible problem: the lovers unite in their perfect little heaven called home; Chris does not have to feel guilty for Rheya’s suicide anymore for ‘everything is forgiven’; they even do not have to think about death any longer. In short, all is well that ends well.
On the other hand, this is Chris’s only salvation. Solaris makes him get in touch with his archetypal self, or rather the realisation of his destiny as an individual. Chris, then, brings his alpha and omega together, and closes the circle like ouroboros. In the eternal cycle of life and death his guilt, loss, and grief are finally purged. The cessation of his life brings no harm, and it is not a source of duality or conflict anymore. This is shown as the repeated but now altered scene where he cuts his finger and it instantly heals. Solaris resurrects him in a state of wholeness and a complete, indivisible sense of fulfilment, a perfect whole in harmony with Rheya where there is no more separation. The fact that he is resurrected in his own house is also a symbol of his eternal homecoming. He has now returned to the starting point of his grief journey, but in an ideal, Platonic form of timeless happiness. He has emerged in a higher form of existence, in the mind and thoughts of a god[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The symbolic connection between God and man goes further. Rheya hugs Chris in a final, everlasting embrace similar to Nut carrying a dead body as the guardian of the dead. Besides, just like Rhea, she has driven Chris to his unhappy end and become the sole reason of his self-destructive choice.] 

This remarkable shift in Chris’s psyche is another form bringing opposites together as he bends the straight line of belief and forms a circle. During the dinner scene where Chris, his friends and Rheya discuss the notion of God, Chris claims that the appearance of humans in the universe is just a statistical probability and there is nothing mystical or a mysterious all-powerful being behind the scenes. Ironically, his complete and true healing is provided by a mystical and mysterious entity which he surrenders himself to. From a complete atheist to a true believer, his grief journey forces him to bring two opposites together, cross the threshold he refused to take, open the symbolic door he kept locked. This brings him to what he rejected, denied, ignored, and suppressed.
The release of negative and destructive thoughts and emotions through suicide, or at least the attempt of a suicide, is not a new concept among Jungian analysts. In his study of people who survived jumping from the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, Rosen (1975) explains how these individuals describe the same thing: their self-destructive impulses have subsided, a mysterious force took over and they survived, and a new identity in them emerged after yielding to something bigger than themselves. He labels this as a psychotic suicidal depression which brings forth a transformative religious experience that fills the individual with joy and takes the depression away (Rosen, 2002).
Chris, in this case, shares similar characteristics with these individuals. They have all made a choice to end their lives without a promise or a hint of an afterlife. Their last choice, however, soothes their mental and emotional anguish, dissolves their depression, and gives them a fresh start. This does not mean suicide is the correct go-to solution for impossible problems. But for some people like Chris, it appears as the only choice left to break out of a cycle and they are not afraid to make that choice. Besides, as Rosen shows, in some instances it becomes unbelievably helpful for these individuals to purge their destructive drive and experience the cycle of life and death internally.
When Singer describes the Jungian concept of individuation, she adds: ‘It also demands the rejection of those prefabricated psychic matrices – the conventional attitudes- with which most people would like to live’ (Singer, 1973: 139). Chris does not find his healing in the therapy room and certainly not in the theories of psychology he represents. He rejects these conventional approaches completely. Consumed by loss, he becomes an example of a trained mind unable to fix its own problems. He, however, finds his completion, reunion, and healing beyond time and space boundaries, in a unique oneness with an entity bigger than himself. This does not make his healing any less important, valuable, or complete than a healing achieved by working through grief with a professional. On the contrary, it makes it even more profound.

[bookmark: _Toc75009648]Concluding thoughts
As a survivor of bereavement by suicide, I understand Chris Kelvin’s choice without condoning or condemning. Suicide is always a permanent solution to a temporary problem. In Chris’s case, the feelings of loss and love he buried so deep in his psyche are excavated by Solaris and thrown in front of him. He tries to stop this by sending the first visitor Rheya into deep space. Then the second visitor Rheya appears, and this is where his defence mechanisms, both as a human being and as a clinical psychologist, fail. She kills herself after learning the fate of the first visitor; Solaris resurrects her, and she disappears after asking to be disintegrated by the proton accelerator. Hence, Chris is forced to deal with Rheya’s death four times in total. Nobody can fully and easily recover from such a complex traumatic loss. Therefore, his wish to end his unbearable pain is understandable, no matter how unpalatable, how horrible it may sound.
	I also have to acknowledge the fact that he has been shown an extraordinary compassion by the planet. Solaris, even with its own alienness, even though it is beyond human comprehension, responds to Chris’s pain with care and delivers him the enantiodromic change he needs. It puts him in a new mystical dimension and helps him reunite with Rheya without the fear of further injury or death. Via this completely unique ending which defies both the novel and the Tarkovsky’s film version, Soderbergh says something important: Chris is not unhappy anymore, he is not in pain. What does this suggest in terms of his prolonged grief disorder? If Chris had been able to consider even for a moment that Rheya’s unhappiness ended with her suicide, he might not have been trapped in his crypt, and he might not have chosen the same route to end his pain.
	Solaris, both as a novel and a film, raises a lot of interesting questions about the nature of the universe and man’s place in it. Soderbergh certainly pushes the boundaries of science fiction into new realms where our limited knowledge is unable to come up with satisfying answers. That is why Gibarian’s sentence which I mentioned at the beginning sums up the film: there are no answers, only choices.
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