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Abstract

"Distant Land" (2025) is one of the film-works
developed within a practice-based-research exploring
the affective, aesthetic, and political dimensions of
deterritorialization in contemporary cinema. The work is
composed of letters from women narrating their
journeys, with each letter engaging with the artistic
language of its protagonist. This paper examines, in
dialogue with other contemporary works, how
movements of deterritorialization shape affective
landscapes within the diegetic space of cinematic
narratives centred on exile, migration, and diaspora.
Through reflections on how distance and proximity are
negotiated in diasporic cinema, we engage with the
work of Martinican thinker Edouard Glissant, particularly
his concept of the poetics of Relation, to explore the
sense of alterity and otherness that emerges from the
gaps within the filmmakers’ fragmented selves. The
study reflects on the ways in which these narratives craft
a subjective, performative mode of filmmaking that
foregrounds the tension between presence and absence,
displacement and belonging. By weaving together
personal testimonies, aesthetic experimentation, and
intersubjective practices, the project proposes a
cinematic exploration of deterritorialization as a space
of both rupture and reinvention.

Distant Land (2025) is a cinematic creation composed of a trilogy — Letter to the Mother, Letter to the Father,
and Letter to the Daughter — conceived to be presented as a video performance. The work is part of my
PhD research in Film Studies, in which | explored the representation of displacement in cinema, while also
developing an authorial practice focused on the experiences of migrant women. In my thesis, | examine the
potential of the essay film form to address narratives of displacement. By bringing the creative process into
the research field, my aim was to incorporate a personal and affective dimension into the film-work,
reflecting on how lived experiences of displacement shape the creative process itself. Distant Land represents
a conclusion — albeit a provisional one — of an intersubjective creative journey with the protagonists, whose
voices, stories, and experiences were central to the construction of the narrative.
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The project was conceived as an investigation into the narratives of migrant women about their crossings of
the Atlantic, with a particular focus on the desires and affective dimensions that drive their displacements,
as well as the transformations they perceive in themselves throughout the migratory experience. Some of the
images and concepts that guided the aesthetic proposal of the work include the margin, the interstice, the
Atlantic Ocean, memory, and opacity. These elements aim not only to evoke the physical movement of
displacement, but also to reflect on the subjective and identity-related implications involved in this process.

The film’s three protagonists are Barbara and Lidiane, from Brazil, and Aida Gomes, from Angola — all
immigrants living in Portugal. Barbara and Aida are professional artists in dance and literature, respectively.
Lidiane nurtures a hobby of embroidery, which she learned during the pandemic lockdown shortly after
arriving in Portugal. Before selecting the protagonists and outlining the project, | began by asking several
women about their respective migration experiences. The questions were centred around themes | was
interested in exploring, such as: what drives their displacements; their first sensations upon arrival; what
constitutes a sense of home; how they felt transformed by the journey; what fragments remained on the other
side; how they relate to distance and time; their dreams and fears.

After receiving their written responses and selecting the protagonists, | defined the epistolary device as the
structure for the film. | asked the three women to write a letter to someone on the other side of the Atlantic,
reflecting on the themes we had discussed. Badrbara chose to write to her father, who passed away in 2020.
Since arriving in Portugal, she used to correspond with him via email and continued writing to him — as if
speaking to him — even after his death. Aida chose to write to her mother, whom she lost when she was
thirty. In her letter, she recounts the story of separation and orphanhood that marked her life. Aida emigrated
to Portugal as a child with her Portuguese father during the war in Angola. Her mother stayed in Africa, and
the two were only reunited twenty years later, when Aida returned to Angola to find her. Lidiane initially
wrote a letter to her future self, reflecting on her arrival in Portugal and the challenges and transformations
she had experienced since. However, before the film was completed, she became pregnant, and motherhood
became a central theme in her migratory journey. | then asked her to write a second letter, this time
addressed to her daughter.

During the process of recording and editing the women's testimonies, | realized it would be important to
include my own voice in the opening of the video — subtly inscribing my position within the journey. That
was when | turned to the concept of “speak nearby”, a methodological choice that allows one to speak about
something without objectifying it, approaching the subject without claiming authority over their experience
(1). Inspired by this perspective, | chose to compose a polyphony alongside my protagonists, where my voice
would be placed next to those of other women, highlighting how these encounters reshape my understanding
of female migration and how these bonds of affection generate new meanings of belonging.

| used a notebook to document the creative process, which, along with the rehearsal footage, served as
material for building the film’s storyboard. From this, the visual and sound narrative was developed in
dialogue with the infimate and poetic tone of each letter, as well as the visual elements that inspired the
film’s emotional and sensory universe. We invited a musician to compose a soundscape for each letter-film.
From there, | began the editing process, during which the timing and sequencing of the images were defined,
testing their combination with the voiceovers. From the narratives shaped through these letters, two themes
emerged with particular intensity: grief and motherhood. Grief appears in multiple layers — as loss, and as
absence that reverberates through one’s relationship with tfime and space.

The creation of the essay film Distant Land allowed us to experiment with a free, non-linear form of writing
and to explore hybrid aesthetics — both essential traits of the essay film. | soon realized that the choice of
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the letter as a form of expression created a space in which the protagonists could open up more intimately
and reflectively, allowing a flow of thoughts and feelings that might not have emerged in conventional
interviews. The epistolary format enabled their voices to be articulated in their own time, between memory
and reflection, without the pressure of immediate dialogue. The format also evoked the idea of long-
distance communication, which is central to many migrant experiences. Still, the aesthetic choices varied from
one letter-film to the next, dialoguing with the artistic languages that define each protagonist and with the
tone and content of their narratives.

The work is hybrid in nature: it combines video-dance, poetic language, sound creation — including both
musical composition and spoken testimony — and was conceived to be presented as a video-performance.
Bdarbara Faustino performs the dance live, fracing her body and a line on the stage floor with chalk, while
we see her moving in a different landscape and time projected on the screen behind her. The rhythm of the
performance, music, and video compose a cyclical temporality, in which past and present intertwine in a
spiral to generate meaning from life experience. The dancer's movements also intertwine with the voices of
the other women, amplifying the meanings constructed in and for the performative act.

By incorporating performance—more specifically, dance as an expressive language—into Distant Land we
sought fo create an aesthetic experience in which the body is understood as a territory of memory and the
affective inscription of migration. Dance allowed access to a poetic, non-verbal form of communication,
where the skin—as a symbolic border—also becomes a surface that registers displacement.

The act of marking the skin with chalk was integrated into the choreography as a metaphor for the shifting
lines that cross the migrant body, evoking—following Gloria AnzaldGa—a continuous crossing of material
and symbolic boundaries (2). In this context, the body becomes a living map of intersected territories, where
borders are porous, reinvented with each gesture. The performance embodies displacement itself,
establishing a space in which the body reclaims its place in the world. By tracing lines on her body with chalk,
Bdarbara reinscribes her presence in a new territory, and the gesture becomes cartographic—revealing
layers of memory, affection, loss, and belonging.

As Edouard Glissant proposes, it is in the interweaving of the intimate and the collective that a poetics of
Relation is formed, in which opacity is a necessary condition for encounter (3). This poetics resonates in the
filmic landscapes of Distant Land, highlighting displacement and alterity as poetic and epistemological forces.
Glissant invites us to conceive identity not as a fixed root, but as a root meeting other roots—suggesting a
relational form of being rooted, always in motion. A similar notion is found in Trinh T. Minh-ha, who writes
that “traveling can become a process whereby the self loses its fixed boundaries—a practice that is at once
destabilizing and potentially empowering of difference” (4).

By choosing a shared voice among three women, the work aimed to create an intersubjective practice that
brought forth a plurality of experiences related to migration across Lusophone countries. As theorist Jean-
Louis Comolli suggests, those we film carry with them a reserve of fiction—a singularity that unfolds
throughout the filming process (5). Through this creative work, it was also possible to establish a dialogue
between theory and practice, drawing from the core questions of the research. Concepts such as “distance,”
“margin,” “border,” and “ruin” were explored through filmic devices and the author's own migratory
experience.
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