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The Secret Lives of my Three Men Abstract

What do we choose to remember, and what are we
made to forget? This paper examines how
experimental fictional filmmaking can act as a curtain
of language: sometimes revealing what history has
treated as unimportant, and sometimes intervening in
collective memory through imagination. Drawing on my
doctoral research, | discuss the work of Black women
filmmakers in Brazil who, from 2010 onwards, gained
access to film production and developed experimental
narratives grounded in a threefold methodology: the
recognition of a violent situation of oppression; the
presence, on screen, of a linguistic device that shares
this situation collectively, moving beyond

Practice-as-Research Statement autobiography; and the proposal of a fictional device as
a way of exiting history through cinematic language. |
Leticia Castro Simoes then relate this framework to my feature film The

Secret Life of My Three Men, which has been read as
fiction, science fiction and experimental hybrid across
different exhibition contexts. Through the dimension of
phantasmagoria, the film experiments with archives
rendered invisible by history, proposing fiction as a
cinematic currency through which personal experience
becomes narrative, collective memory and speculative
fabulation.

Institutional affiliation

PhD in Communication and Information by UFRGS
(Brazil). Researcher in GPESC, Corporalidades Nucleo.
Filmmaker.

What do we choose to remember, and what are we made to forget? How can cinematic practice, especially
experimental fictional filmmaking, act as a curtain of language, at times revealing what has historically been
treated as unimportant, and at other times intervening in collective memory through imagination?

During my doctoral thesis, | investigated how, through experimental cinematic language, Black women filmmakers in
Brazil who gained access to film production from 2010 onwards presented narratives that were, each in their own way,
experimental, yet grounded in a threefold methodology: a) the recognition of a violent situation of oppression; b) the
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presence, on screen, of a linguistic device that shares this situation collectively, moving beyond the realm of
autobiography; and c) the proposal of a fictional device as a way of exiting history through cinematic language.

In my feature film The Secret Life of My Three Men, which has been read as fiction at the Tiradentes Film Festival, science
fiction by commercial cinemas in Brazil, and an experimental hybrid at the Cinélatino Toulouse festival, | seek to use the
dimension of phantasmagoria as an experiment with archives rendered invisible by history, and to approach fiction itself
as the highest currency within the cinematic game of using experience as a narrative engine.

Socio-historical context

According to researcher Eduardo Valente, in the ten years between 2011 and 2020, “Brazilian cinema experienced its
period of greatest effervescence” (Valente, 2021, p. 5). This is reflected in unprecedented numbers of production,
commercialization and distribution: from 14 films released in 1994, Brazil reached 143 in 2016 and 185 in 2019. These
figures refer to feature-length films released in commercial cinemas, since, if we were to consider the production of short
films in alternative circuits, this number would be tripled. But this effervescence is also reflected in research into and
reflection on cinematic language brought forth by people who, until then, had been situated at the margins of audiovisual
production.

In 2018, the Brazilian National Film Agency released the report Diversity of Gender and Race in Brazilian Releases of 2016.
Of the 142 Brazilian films commercially released that year, 97.2% were directed by white people. When gender is taken
into account, only 19.7% of the films were directed by women, and none of them were Black women. As a Black
researcher and filmmaker, | understand that this data reveals the persistence of a structural inequality that has historically
placed Black women at the base of the Brazilian social pyramid and that, in 2016, still insisted on keeping them there. On
the other hand, it also provoked a question in me: where, after all, was it possible to find the Black woman?

In experimental short films.

In Brazil, at that time, we find filmmakers such as Yasmin Thayna (KBELA, 2015), Sabrina Fidalgo (Rainha, 2016), Safira
Moreira (Travessia, 2017), Renata Martins (Sem Asas, 2019), Ana Flavia Cavalcanti (Rd, 2019), Grace Pass6 (Republica,
2020), among others. | decided to seek out these works and watch them, one after another. What were these women
saying, once they had finally gained access to audiovisual production?

Both the feature films, which were few, and the short films, which formed the vast majority, shared certain
characteristics: a) they were made during this decade, from 2010 to 2020; b) they depart from autobiographical events
in the filmmakers’ lives; c) they begin with situations of denunciation or oppression, but propose other paths, often
fabulatory ones, within and through history itself; d) they establish a relationship with the construction of a multiple and
ancestral narrating subject, not only connected to those who came before, but also to those who will come after.

By mapping and watching these films, one after another, | began to sketch the first questions of my research: what do
Black women do to audiovisual language from the moment they begin to touch it, produce it and proliferate it? Is this
something unprecedented, or can it be theoretically mapped? Is it an individual operation, or one shared in community?
Can these common traits identify a form of experimental cinema? By filming their own histories in this way, does this
movement also take shape as another way of producing knowledge? Does this operation create frictions within cinematic
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language? Could we speak of a Black feminist epistemology? Could there be a production of knowledge about
communication emerging from the experiences of Black women?

Malunga practice

My hypothesis was that it would be possible to identify common characteristics in what | later came to call comunicagdo
malunga, or malunga communication: a concept emerging from the practices of the objects analyzed. This concept
consists of a way of producing, elaborating and distributing a Black feminist discourse through experimental films or, on
a broader scale, experimental art objects. In practice, comunicagéo malunga seeks to identify historical and social
problems and, through an operation of language, performs a leap into fabulation through self-writing. It then aquilomba-
se, gathering with other subjects in order to create new possibilities of existence through experimental fiction.

In other words, it can be observed that the narratives unfolded in these cultural objects often arise from individual
experience. Yet they nonetheless transcend personal subjectivity, articulating themselves through relationships with
ancestral communities rooted in diasporic lineages. Aquilombar is a verb coined in contemporary Brazil to designate a
movement in which racialized people from different backgrounds come together for the purpose of mutual support. The
neologism refers to the structure of the quilombos: hidden spaces in Brazilian woods and forests, difficult to access, where
enslaved Black and Indigenous people fled and took shelter in order to free themselves from torture and from the system
of power of trafficking and slavery.

But before that, there is the idea of malungo. Initially a word of Bantu origin, the term has received different
interpretations among historians: at times, it appears as a pact of belonging; at others, as an operation of subjectivation
among people; and at others still, as a synonym for the very experience of the crossing during the transatlantic slave
trade. As a popular expression in the context of Pernambuco, both in the capital and in the countryside, a malungo is also
a tormented being, one that haunts solitary passersby, for example. Jodo José Reis identifies the malungo as a kind of
symbolic kinship, produced by the crossing of the slave ship, which Reis understands as an initiation ritual, producing a
field of communion in difference. A crossroads born of violence, but one that refuses to remain fixed within it.

In this sense, | like to think of cinema as a portal. Films as portals. Because if they are portals, they cannot contain only
the images to which we are accustomed. Everything can happen in cinema, in the audiovisual field. And by situating
ourselves in the impossible, in everything that was not foreseen, we reject the colonial gesture: that gesture which
approaches the body of difference, becomes familiar with it, learns its language, customs and ways of life, translates it
for its peers, and transforms it into value only within its own colonial circuit. We create another world that is also our
own. And this is why we speak of fabulation. Because we need the fabulatory function in order to reinscribe our subjects,
and ourselves, into this same world and, through this operation, to cross time in order to reinscribe acts of power.

Experiments of memory

If the diaspora is our founding trauma, racism, for Lélia Gonzalez, is the great “Brazilian cultural neurosis” (Gonzdlez,
2020, p. 76). Gonzalez brings the concept of neurosis from psychoanalysis, which, in this context, refers to an internalized
social conflict, often unconscious, that produces repetitive behaviors and symptoms. In other words, a neurotic structure
does not mean only an individual pathology, but a socially shared mechanism of denial, repression and displacement. In
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Brazil, racism operates as such a neurosis: while it permeates every level of society, it is denied, invisibilized or naturalized,
producing a collective disavowal of its violence and structural presence.

We are speaking here of the notions of consciousness and memory. By consciousness, we understand the place of unawareness, concealment,
alienation, forgetting and even knowledge. It is through this path that ideological discourse makes itself present. Memory, on the other hand, is
considered as the not-knowing that knows, that place of inscriptions that restore a history that was never written, the place where truth emerges,
a truth structured as fiction. Consciousness excludes what memory includes. Thus, insofar as it is the place of rejection, consciousness expresses
itself as dominant discourse, or as the effects of that discourse, within a given culture, concealing memory through the imposition of what
consciousness affirms as truth. But memory has its tricks, its agility, its way of slipping through; for this reason, it speaks through the failures and
slips of the discourse of consciousness. (Gonzélez, 2020, pp. 78-79)

When we experience immensity, we gain more resources and more strength to deal with the repetition of racial violence.
Practicing freedom, as Black people, has to do with a relation of greater transmutational power. What kind of writing,
what kind of language, what kind of experimental fiction is this that is born from violence, that contains violence, but
does not become paralyzed before it? The experience of the Holocaust paralyzed European society. But we, in the Global
South, were forced to continue. We never had a beginning, because our beginning was assaulted, stolen, trafficked. And
so, it will always continue.

The Secret Life of My Three Men

Faced with a world guided by the severe logic of reason and consumption, in which | only believe in what | can touch,
only what has material value is dear to me, and | only become a subject when recognized by the media machine, Giorgio
Agamben searches for forms of resistance. For the philosopher Selvino J. Assmann, in his introduction to Profanations,
this search would reside “in the search for childhood, in our capacity to love and play, to live in intimacy with a strange
being, not in order to make it known, but in order to remain beside it without fear of staying between the sayable and
the unsayable” (Agamben, 2007, p. 7).

The feature film initially departs from a very grounded terrain: apparently, we are dealing with an autobiographical
situation, in a studio, with the presence of the actors and the filmmaker. However, as early as the film’s third minute, this
apparent security explodes and gives way, over the following 72 minutes, to a succession of experimental fictional devices
superimposed upon archival materials, which excavate and found new processions for the characters. The rules of the
game between the credible and the invented dissolve through successive devices embodied by the actors and by the
infinite space, ultimately producing a suspended time, in which the main gesture offered is the refusal of closed answers.
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Leticia SimdOes is a Brazilian filmmaker, writer and
researcher based between Brazil and Portugal. She holds
a PhD in Communication and Information from UFRGS,
with a research period at the University of Porto. Her
work explores experimental filmmaking, autofiction,
memory, Black feminist epistemologies and forms of
hybrid life experiments in audiovisual language. She
directed the feature documentary Casa and develops
projects across cinema, performance and academic
research. Her current research proposes the concept of
“comunicagdo malunga”, investigating how Black
women’s cultural productions create gestures of
resistance, fabulation and ancestral knowledge within
contemporary film and communication practices.
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