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SynopSiS

A man on a train is looking out of the window. The train is travelling across India, heading South, 
to Kerala. The man is an ex-convict, his name is Samundar Singh. In his youth, caught in the trap of 
religious fundamentalism, he committed an awful crime. Through his voice and recollections, his story 
slowly unfolds.
Central India, prison of Indore, year 2002. Samundar is serving a life sentence: he has killed a 
young Franciscan missionary, sister Rani Maria, with 54 stab wounds. An elderly man, white-haired, 
barefooted and dressed in a dothi and a shawl, warmly embraces him: “God has forgiven you”. In spite 
of appearances, the Indian sannyasi is a Carmelite priest, called Swami Sadanand.

While in jail, abandoned by his wife, parents and friends, Samundar was forgiven and helped only by 
the family of his victim. He remembers the day when Selmy  – Rani Maria’s younger sister – came to 
celebrate with him the Hindu rite of Rakshabandan. 
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Selmy tied around his wrist the rakhi, the bracelet which symbolizes the bond of sacred brotherhood 
between a man and a woman. From that moment, Selmy, a Christian nun, and Samundar, a Hindu, are 
brother and sister.

After the Rakshabandan ceremony, with Swami’s help, Rani Maria’s family asked the Madhya Pradesh 
Governor to free him from jail. Samundar was released in 2006. 
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Samundar is now living in his native village, but he feels lonely. No woman will marry him because 
of his past. He lost his only child while he was in prison. He lives a simple life, working in the family 
fields and cooking his own meals. He does his best to help others, following Rani Maria’s example and 
Swami’s spiritual guidance.

Samundar visits his sister Selmy at the convent before starting his journey by train to Kerala, where he 
will meet Rani’s mother and brothers. The only thing that matters for him now is the love of his new 
family. The mother’s embrace will be for him the start of a new life: “You are my son, I’m glad that 
you came”.



www.heartofamurderer.com

the heart
of a  murderer

InteRvIew wIth DIReCtoR CatheRIne MCGIlvRay 
 
How did you hear about this extraordinary story?

I first heard about the story from a young missionary from Kerala. I was deeply moved by the images 
of the mother kissing her daughter’s murderer and of the assassin becoming like a real brother to the 
sister of his victim. I went to India in 2009 to meet the protagonists with the idea of committing myself 
completely to making a documentary on this story. I had a feeling that it was something urgent and 
necessary to do. It wasn’t me that found the story, but it was the story that came to me, and I did my 

best to fulfill what I felt was my duty.

What made you decide to take a personal risk in producing the film?

I didn’t look for an external production, because I wanted to be totally free to film in what I felt was 
the right way. I wanted to respect the culture and sensibility of the people involved. I didn’t want to 
accept a compromise for commercial reasons. Renato Spaventa and Arnaldo Colasanti joined me in 
the project, and we  decided  to  produce the documentary ourselves. Then, fortunately, the Rielo 
Institute for Integral Development, a no profit organisation based in the U.S., founded by the Identes 

missionaries, decided to distribute the film. 
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How long have you been working on the film?

In 2009 I went for the first time to meet the protagonists. The situation was still very tense in Madhya 
Pradesh, because of the anti-Christian propaganda, and it wasn’t easy to gain the trust of the FCC 
sisters on one side and of Samundar on the other. In 2010 Renato and I went to India for a month to 
do the main shooting.  First, we stayed two weeks in an ashram, with Swami and Samundar. Then, we 
went to Indore, and thanks to Swami’s intervention we were able to film inside the Central jail where 
Samundar was imprisoned for nearly 12 years.  From there, we reached Udainagar village, where we 
filmed Rani Maria’s convent and the jungle where the crime took place. Finally we went to Kerala by 
train, on a 44 hour journey, with Samundar and Swami, to meet Amma, Rani Maria’s mother.
We had to come back a third time in 2012 to complete the shooting and to show a rough cut to the 
FCC sisters and the protagonists. We still did not have a written agreement from them, we were 
running a great risk. Fortunately they loved it. The documentary has been 4 years in the making.

Did you meet many difficulties in the making of the film?

The main difficulty was the language. The dialogue was in Hindi and Malayalam, and of all our 
characters, only Swami could speak English. I was shooting with my Panasonic P200 camera and 
Renato was recording the sound, and neither of us understood a single word. We had an interpreter 
with us, but there was no way he could translate while we were filming. Every day I had to wait for the 
evening, after the shooting, to discover what had been said. 
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Also, there was a real problem of lack of electricity: we were living with the locals, and in the village 
area the power supply was practically nonexistent; we often couldn’t check the rushes or charge the 
batteries, so we had to make the best of it. 
The structure of the documentary I had had in mind before going to India was always challenged by 
the circumstances, nearly everything went differently from what I expected.
There was also a cultural difference to face in filming Samundar, because some of the things I asked 
him to do, which are normal for us – daily gestures, like shaving or going to bed – or talking more 
intimately about his family – were felt by him as unchaste, while he often surprised me in re-enacting 
his past actions in front of the camera. So I had to completely abandon my western point of view, my 
habit of controlling events, and follow on a daily basis the inspiration coming from the situations we 
were filming. We encountered many obstacles on our way, and were left with no choice but to follow 
Swami’s example, laugh and say “praise the Lord” every time we had to change our plans. In fact, 
making this film was for us like going through a mystical experience. It’s been an exciting challenge!

Did the making of the film have a spiritual impact on you?

Swami Sadanand imposed a condition for the making of the film: Renato and myself had to spend 
a week at his ashram in spiritual retreat with him. We agreed with enthusiasm, and it was a great 
privilege to be introduced to the teachings of this Christian Sannyasi, who links the deep spiritual 
achievements of the Indian contemplative tradition with the living Gospel. I saw in Swami the joy that 
comes from living a life completely dedicated to Jesus. I learned a new way of living as a Christian.

You said that in the making of the film the structure you had in mind was always challenged by 
circumstances…

The only thing that didn’t change in the structure of the documentary, and to which I clung firmly 
from the beginning, was the idea of Samundar on the train as the fil rouge of the film. Samundar, the 
murderer, is at the centre of the story, as a sort of ‘epic narrator’. In the film, we are introduced to the 
events from his point of view. While he is looking out of the window, we hear his interior monologue. 
Only at the end, when pardoned and freed from jail, transformed into a new person by love, does 
he speak directly to the camera, with a new voice and a different look in his eyes. Before that, while 
he recalls the facts of his crime, the punishment and the forgiveness, he is stuck on the train, as if he 
was imprisoned by his previous ignorance and hate. The physical journey of Samundar, the murderer, 
from Central India to the South, to visit his victim’s mother in Kerala, parallels his spiritual awakening 
from the constraints of hatred and ignorance to a condition of mental freedom. He recalls the events 
that led him to commit the crime – a very painful process for him – following the way customary in his 
culture: not only through words, but re-enacting past gestures and actions. This is the Indian way of 
narrating facts of the past, and I happily accepted the ‘contamination’ with the Indian style of storytelling, a 
‘contamination’ that I hope can convey the real spirit of this fascinating and incredible story.
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why did you choose to have the murderer as the main character in telling a story of forgiveness?

I chose to tell the story from the murderer’s point of view because I thought that it was a great 
opportunity to feel authentically the transforming power of the act of forgiveness. If I had told the 

story from the victim’s point of view only, it could have ended up as a hagiography of sister Rani Maria: 
the story of a saint, the astonishing mystery of God’s grace, something we, as normal people, have 
difficulty relating to and identifying with.  With Samundar as the “hero” of the story, we can identify 
with him, because he is a sinner, and his struggle from darkness to light is something we all experience 
in our daily lives, even if we are not killers. Identifying with Samundar means understanding deeply 
that no matter what we have done in the past, we can always be transformed by love.

what did you feel living at the same time so close to a murderer, a holy man like Swami and such 
an incredible person as ‘amma’, the mother of Rani Maria?

It was strange at first to be so close to Samundar, knowing what he had done. My constant thought 
was: “How can he be the same person who stabbed 54 times with such cruelty a poor harmless young 
woman?”. He seemed very gentle with children and animals. He was full of respect and love towards 
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Selmy, who he  really  considers  his  elder sister.  He was obedient to  Swami,  who  he considers 
his father and guru. He was under stress when recalling his past, and initially diffident towards us, 
western people with a camera, but slowly he agreed to reveal himself, maybe as a kind of atonement. 
As he said: “People must know that it is wrong and nobody should do it ever again”. He often said: 
“Selmy is Christian and I am Hindu, and we now are brother and sister”. He is fully aware of the great 
chance he has been given. He hasn’t changed his faith, but his heart has changed. Seeing him over a 
span of three years I observed the transformation in him. He is now willing to help others as best he 
can, having the example of Rani Maria in mind.
Meeting Amma, the mother, was incredible. We couldn’t communicate because she speaks Malayalam 
only, but she is so full of dignity and love that her slightest gesture is more powerful than any word. 
Once, when I was at a loss because of technical problems during the shooting at her house, she simply 
come to me, wrapped me in her arms, and looked into my eyes with an extraordinary smile. She was 
thanking me for my struggle. I felt rewarded at once, and I went back to work with renewed energy.

what are your expectations from the film?

For this film, my only wish – and my commitment together with my collaborators and co-producers 
– is that it can reach the largest possible audience in the world.  I chose to make it in a very raw and 
simple style, trying to talk directly to the heart of people of different education, culture and beliefs. 
I hope that its “scandalous” mystical content will make as many people as possible aware that it is 
humanly possible to change our way of thinking and reacting to life’s challenges. If Samundar has 
changed in his heart, as we witness in the film, anyone can change. If the mother and the sister of his 
victim were able to forgive him and love him as a son and a brother, it means that we too can forgive 
everything: forgiveness is the ultimate freedom of every human being, the spiritual step that can lead 
humanity to a new spiritual evolution. 
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the fIlMakeRS

Catherine McGilvray
writer, director, producer

Born in Rome in 1965, she graduated from La Sapienza University of Rome (B.A. Degree in Theatre 
and Cinema Studies) and studied film direction at the National Film School,  Centro Sperimentale 
di Cinematografia. She has since made several short films, among which the many award-winning  
waItInG foR the tRaIn (Aspettando il Treno) 12’, 16mm, B/W, TV broadcast on SBS and CANAL+, 
theatrically released by Istituto Luce, and MIRanDa’S jouRney (Il  cuore  all’improvviso) 13’,  35mm, 
B/W,  which also received many awards at festivals, TV  broadcast  on CANAL+  and LA7.   
She  wrote  and directed  the following  documentaries: le tRaIn pouR l’opéRa 252’ an Italian/
French  coproduction  by GA&A,  Les Films d’Ici, TV broadcast by Arte, RTBF, Tele+, Planète, Swiss 
television; Renata SCotto: l’île opéRa, 43’ French production by Aller-retour, broadcast by Arte, 
Mezzo; feRnanDo RIelo, poet of GoD, 54’ produced by Filmago, and Associazione Identes; enzo 

SICIlIano, lo SCRIttoRe e Il Suo GuSCIo, 52’ prod. Filmago and Rome University of Tor Vergata, TV 
broadcast by the Italian national channel RAI3 and homevideo distribution by Fandango Libri.  
Her first feature film: l’IGuana,  104’ 35mm, an adaptation of the novel by Anna Maria Ortese 
produced by MediaLand, was in the official selection at the Torino Film Festival, Mostra del Cinema 
di Pesaro, LAIFA, Shanghai, Alexandria, Bellaria, Festival di Procida, Napoli Film Festival, Festival di 
Foggia, Festival di Salerno. Awards: Best Direction at BAFF, Best Art Direction at Ischia Film Festival. 
The film has now been released in home video by Elliot Edizioni.

Renato Spaventa
writer, co-producer

Born in Rome in 1965, he graduated from La Sapienza University of Rome in  Biology  (ethology)  and  
worked  in  Milan  as  a  researcher  in  the  fields  of  cell  biology  and biochemistry,  then  in science  
communication.  Back  in Rome  he started  working  in the publishing  field. Deeply  interested  in 
the  area  of mysticism  and  spirituality,  he  wrote  articles  on  Buddhism  and  is  now studying   
and  concretely   following   the   path   of  Sufi   mysticism   (Naqshabandi   order   with   Sufi  sheik 
Burnahuddin  Herrmann).  He  has translated  several  books  (he  is  now  finishing  a  biography  of  
Khomeini). He wrote the book “L’altra riva del fiume: il viaggio del perdono” in which he tells the 
story of the making of the film, published in Italy by Intento Edizioni. 
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arnaldo Colasanti 
co-producer

Born in Fiuggi in 1957, writer, literary critic, co-editor of the literary magazine  “Nuovi  Argomenti”  
and editor of the magazine “Poesia”, he is a scholar of literature, art and philosophy from a spiritual 
and mystical perspective.  He has been the artistic director of several festivals (“Grinzane Cavour”, 
“Babel”, “Perugia and Assisi, candidacy as 2019 capital city of European culture”) and literary prizes. 
He has contributed to the production of written  and  visual  works  with  a  strong  moral  content.  
His books include: “Novanta,  il conformismo della cultura italiana” (Fazi Editore, 1996); “Gatti e 
scimmie” (Rizzoli, 2001); “La prima notte solo  con  te”  (Mondadori,   2010);  “Enzo  Siciliano,  quel  
giorno  di  indimenticabile   bellezza”,   with  a documentary by Catherine McGilvray (FandangoLibri, 
2010); “Febbrili transiti” (Mimesis, 2012).

nicole Sérès 
editor

Born in Paris, after training at INSAS (Institut National Supérieur des Arts du Spectacle) in Bruxelles, she 
has worked as a film editor since the 1980s and teaches editing at Université Paris 8. For 15 years she 
has specialized in editing documentaries, most of them about Art, that have received awards at many 
international  festivals: FIPA, FIFA de Montréal, Festival du Film sur l’art de L’Unesco, Festival Classique 
en Images, Prix de la SACEM du meilleur documentaire de création musicale, Diapason d’or, Grand prix 
de l’académie Charles Cros 1999. She also edited the feature film l’IGuana by Catherine McGilvray, 
fantaISIe pouR bIoloGIe MaRIne by François Painlevé, and aube a GRenaDe, flaMenCo Soy, 
which received an award at the San Francisco Festival 2001.

Matteo passerini
editor, digital effects

Born  in  Bologna  in 1983,  he  graduated  from the  University  of Bologna  (Visual  Arts,  Theater  Music  
and Cinema  Studies)  and studied  Film  Editing  at C.S.C  Centro  Sperimentale  di  Cinematografia  
of Rome.  He  has worked as an assistant editor and digital effects creator with the director Daniele 
Segre.   He worked in the VFX team of the mockumentary el MunDIal olvIDaDo (2011) screened in 
the Venice Film Festival.  He has  edited  several  short  films,  among  which aStRID, 22’ HD,  directed  
by  Andrea  Fasciani,  selected  at the Giffoni Film Festival, MIChel lewanDowSky In l’uoMo Con 
la MaCChIna Da pReSa, (documentary) directed by Marco Tosti, 12’ HD, which received the award 
of the Valdarno Festival and teRRa, directed by Piero Messina, 27’ RED, screened at the 65th Cannes 
Film Festival. He directed Mano lIepoS, a short documentary about Lithuania.
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Roberto Caravella
music composer 

Born in Caracas, in 1959, he is interested in the executive practice of music from the Middle Ages until 
18th Century. He has researched techniques of lute-making and repair of ancient musical instruments. 
In 1977 he founded the ancient music Ensemble “De Ghironda et Cantu” and subsequently the 
Ensemble and Baroque Orchestra  “Il Cantiere  delle Muse”, performing  in Europe  and in the United 
States. As a conductor, he worked  on  several  compositions  of  Renaissance,  Baroque  and  Early  
Classicism  repertoire  as  well  as unpublished and rare works. He recorded for Edizioni IIIMillennio, 
the CD “MuSICa velata” (Sonatas and Concertos for Raimondo di Sangro, Prince of San Severo); 
“la RoSa e la Dea”; “RoSaRIuM” (Musical meditations dedicated to the Mysteries of Holy Rosary); 
“anGeluS aD vIRGIneM”. He composed the sound track of the feature film l’IGuana directed by 
Catherine McGilvray.  He collaborated  as  soloist,  continuo  player  and  poly-instrumentalist   with  
baroque orchestras and ensembles, participating in many recordings for EMI Records, Denon, MR 
Classics and Diapason. He performed on rare, ancient and ethnical instruments in concerts and 
performances for theatre and television. He has held Composition, Basso Continuo and Orchestral 
courses and master classes and he is composer of chamber and symphonic music as well as music for 
theatre and cinema.
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Co-pRoDuCeR anD DIStRIbutoR

Rielo Institute for Integral Development Inc.

The Rielo Institute for Integral Development (RIID) founded in 2010 by the Congregation of the Idente 
Missionaries, represents the natural convergence of three different entities (FFernando Rielo Association for 
Medical Care and Research, Rielo School for Advanced Studies in Biomedical Sciences,  Rielo Foundation for 
Studies and Research) that since 1982 have worked in Europe and South America in the fields of medicine, 
healthcare, poverty, migration and marginalization.
Inspired by  the  humanistic  and  philosophical  teaching  of Fernando  Rielo,  the  mission  of  the Institute is 
to foster all types of pedagogical activities, particularly health-related training, to overcome despair, poverty 
and all “frustrations denounced by human indigence, such as illness, lack of education and injustice”.
RIID believes that public health and poverty have the characteristics of a “wicked” problem that can be tamed 
with a non-conventional multidisciplinary approach.
Medical competence is necessary but needs to be complemented by training in the human sciences.
The coordination and the orderly articulation and development of these sciences toward integral development 
are termed the Science of Solidarity.
RIID’s mission is to promote and develop this Science of Solidarity with research projects and educational 
programs with new applicational models in the field of health.
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teChnICal InfoRMatIon
 
Screening format  
DIGITALBETA PAL, HDCAM PAL, BLU-RAY, 
DCP, APPLE PRO-RES HQ , DVD PAL 

Running time    
56’ 

aspect Ratio 
16:9 

original language 
Hindi, Malayalam

Subtitles
English, French, Italian, Spanish

Date of completion 
2013

© Catherine McGilvray & Renato Spaventa 2013

CReDItS 
 
Director, producer, writer, Camera 
Catherine McGilvray

producer and co-writer  
Renato Spaventa

associate producer    
Arnaldo Colasanti

Co-producer and Distributor   
Rielo Institute for Integral Development Inc. N.Y.

editors      
Matteo Passerini e Nicole Sérès

aiuto regia  
Valentina Zaggia

Music Composer  
Roberto Caravella

Sound editor   
Riccardo Spagnol

footage archives   
Shalom TV (Kerala)

postproduction lab      
Vincenzo Marinese 
TTPIXEL 
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feStIvalS anD awaRDS

WiHFF (World Interfaith Harmony Film Festival) 2013
Los Angeles, USA
Award: Best International Documentary Feature

feStIval popolI e RelIGIonI 2013  
Terni, Italy
Official Selection

DoShIMa (Documentary and Short International Movie Award) 2013 
Jakarta, Indonesia
Gold Award: Best International Documentary, Best Direction, Best Cinematography
Platinum Award: Best Story

SGuaRDI altRove fIlM feStIval 2013  
Milan, Italy
Official Selection

iFFSRV (International Film Festival of Spirituality, Religion and Visionary) 2013
Jakarta, Indonesia
Honorable Mention: Filmaker of Spirituality

aSIatICa fIlM MeDIale 2013
Rome, Italy
Official Selection

InteRnatIonal ChRIStIan fIlM feStIval 2014
USA
Award: Best Documentary - Second Place

RelIGIon toDay fIlM feStIval 2014 
Trento, Italy
Peace & Human Rights Award

fReSCo InteRnatIonal fIlM feStIval 2015
Yerevan, Armenia
Award: Best Message of Faith


