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ABSTRACT

My MFA (Film) Thesis work Kite/&m&& g is a hybrid film in which | turn the lens on
myself, become the text, and decode my search for radical love that can unchain me from
the bondage of the past. | improvise to hear the sound of my own voice clearer, to get
out of the binary logic of phallocentrism, to wage a solitary struggle against the silencing
of my desires, to explore my sexuality and to decolonize my existence. The film weaves
episodes from my life where | turn to poetry, dance, movement theatre, painting and
documentary, battling various emotions from rage to violent delights in order to attempt
a poetic approach to gendered trauma, bringing with me both my excitement and

trepidation.



DEDICATION

| dedicate my thesis work Kite/&m&&mq to the memory of my dearest grandmother
Rajeswari. She loved me unconditionally and gave her all to comfort my being with her
warmth. She burns as a lantern in my thoughts and her spirit glows as my aura. | am trying
every day to be as kind as her, to be worthy of her affection. | am foremost her
granddaughter and my art is her blessing. She stopped breathing on August 11, 2022 and
| could not return to India to kiss her goodbye because of the death threats and the
prosecution by the Indian State on the grounds that one of my film posters hurt Hindu

sentiments. On those days all the geese were swimming towards me.
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PRELUDE

1. PREILLUDE

"If women have a role to play, it is only in assuming
a negative function: reject everything finite, definite,
structured, loaded with meaning in the existing state of
society. Such an attitude places women on the side of
the explosion of social codes: with revolutionary
moments.” — Kristeva Julia

SISTERHOOD
IS
POWERFUL !

What If I attempt to make a film with my bedy as a creative
source. It means returning to my womb. To my mother’s placenta. To
my grandmother’s umbilical cord. “Kaathadi(Kite)” is born out of
this process. Interestingly it made my body a site of “dislocation”, a
land full of burrows and burrows of longing for “fluidity”, a haunted
house of “violations”, a museum of "unmapped desires”.

What and where and who is my home? I could travel a few
milestones of my voyage to be”longing”, translating my body into
space, time, image and sound. Identities that I am forced to own such
as gender - caste - class - color - race do not let me exist in the
unconscious. So, I rebel. I refuse the stasis and constantly struggle to

flow. I queer. I am always here and there, then and now. There is no
narrative. There is only poetry. And it is as i

“We must kill the false woman who is preventing the live one from
breathing” —Laugh of the Medusa, Helen Cixious.

My existential crisis in life drove me to make the film that I did not
have the courage or strength to make. The film that hurts me like a
butcher’s knife and makes me bleed.

“Kaathadi(Kite)” for once leaves behind “thinking,” feeds off my
placenta and offers the taste of it. It invites whoever is “ready” for a
communion to taste their own placenta too.

“What else could that feeling be of restrained force, ready to explode
into violence, that urge to use it with her eyes shut, all of it, with the
unbridled confidence of a wild beast? Was it in evil alone that one
could breathe without fear, accepting the atmosphere and one’s
lunges... No, no - she repeated herself - one musin’t be afraid of being
creative” — Near to the Wild Heart, Clarice Lispector.

I wished to make a film and still be able to say nobody holds me back
anymore in my mission to claim my unrobbed body and pump life in

its veins.

Image 2: Prelude illustrated as a feminist pamphle




Image 3: Screenshot from Kite/&%/7%&T1Q, Leena Manimekalai
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- “A Statement of Principles” as an overall built on violating women’s bodies and
~ articulation of the intent behind her works. She profiting from them. Committing to my
- declared, “My films are for everyone. I include cinema is committing to a communal
- myself, for I believe that I am a part of, not apart participatory process as opposed to a

from humanity; that nothing I may feel, think, conventional authorial hierarchical process.
!' perceive, experience, despise, desire, or despair
~ of is unknowable to any other man” (Deren,56). My light and sound will be the salt and
Fraky saliva of the anonymous. Identities and the

location of all the stakeholders in the

This inspired me to write my own too. I callit  creation of my work of cinema will be kept.
Vulva Cinema 2022, open for critical awareness.

i‘ In 1961, Maya Deren wrote her own manifesto, My cinema refuses phallic rites of passage
l

My cinema is my breast milk, and it smells of my People first, art next and nature foremost.
X ' ancestors animated straight from cave art giving My cinema aspires to set itself free from all
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birth to language and poetry. My artistic creation the hegemonic conventions:aesthetically -
" is a ruthless refusal of gender roles and a violent politically - intellectually - industrially -
- breaking out of femininity in order to enter the culturally - historically and to own new
- black hole of “absence” in culture. freedoms like making its own decolonial
‘ future.

- I turn the position of lens from “looked at” to
- “look at”, thus inverting the gaze. In my cinema Independence is the key in imagination,
‘time’ grows pubic hair and ‘space’ menstruates production and distribution. My cinema is
| where the ‘movement’ imitates the growth of an handmade like my mother’s kitchen recipes ’
~ embryo. and healing herbs and walks barefoot. It is
. neither counter cinema nor dominant ! '

My cinema is the language that women speak as ¢inema;

if there is no one is around to correct them.

Censoring image/sound/word is censoring It is cinema.
body/breath
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Image 4: Manifesto illustrated as one of the pages of an old book



IMAGE: REMOVING THE BLINDFOLD

In her famous essay 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, written in 1973 and published

in Screen in 1975, Laura Mulvey argued the controlling gaze in cinema is male.

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split
between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze
projects its fantasy onto the female figure which is styled accordingly. In
their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and
displayed with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact
so that they can be said that to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Women
displayed as sexual object is the leit-motiff of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups
to strip-tease, from Zeigfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds the look, plays to
and signifies male desire. Mainstream film neatly combined spectacle and
narrative

- Mulvey, 814-815

In 2016 Joey Soloway (named Jill at the time) gave a keynote address at the Toronto

International Film Festival (TIFF) about the female gaze.

| think the Female Gaze is a way of ‘feeling seeing’. It could be thought of
as a subjective camera that attempts to get inside the protagonist, especially
when the protagonist is not a cis male. It uses the frame to share and evoke
a feeling of being in feeling, rather than seeing — the characters. | take the
camera and | say, hey, audience, I'm not just showing you this thing, | want
you to really feel with me.

- Joey Soloway on The Female Gaze | MASTER CLASS | TIFF 2016,
https://youtu.be/pnBvppooDIl




In Kite/&m& &g, | am reclaiming my body, making it my protagonist and using it with

the intention to communicate ‘Feeling Seeing'.

As a woman of colour from the backward caste group located in Tamil Nadu, the remote
south of India, and the first in my family to attend graduate school, my body is a
battleground of containing and fighting various emotions and regressive patriarchal
practices in society. In my attempt to unfold those accounts of my life as a memoir that
explores the forces of gender identity, sex, and power without flattening their differences,
the exercise of image making is both personal and political. While | was writing myself
into images, the blindfolds were only multiplying as | removed them. When the culture
has been writing what a woman is, for about five thousand years, how do | 'un-culture'
myself as a female artist in my self-expression? Maybe my film is about this. It is about
exploding the madness of being a "woman" but still hungry for dignity, self-esteem,

freedom, sexuality, desire, choice and agency.

It is about finding a film language to align the mind-body-emotions of a female body,

reflecting pleasure as well as pain with all the ambiguities and complexities that both

imply.

When my cinematographer, Shanti Bushan Roy, when he is holding the camera, his body
is not just capturing images with the digital recording equipment he is participating in

my feeling, pulsating in sync with me as my heart beats and he burns along with me. We



had prioritized our bodies and feelings over technology and constantly tried to work in
multi-layered metaphysical symbols as we wanted to simultaneously name and abstract

the emotions.

The conscious decision to include imperfections within frame, the un-composition, the
un-light, the un-form, the un-texture guided our image making. The frequent use of a
wide angle view on the faces, landscapes, interiors of houses, nature, and trees along with
the movement of camera on the hand crane created the perspective and little distortions
were maintained to showcase the complexity of our sensitive, analytical, trapped,
wounded self to create textured, tilled and bruised human presence. The exposures and

depth of field were mostly controlled and improvised through the visualization process.

Rajarajan, my digital imagist and my cinematographer Shanti graded the images to stay
bright, high contrast and colour corrected the saturation levels with balanced blacks,
definitive highlights and a bit of crushed mid tone. The spirit of Rembrandt oil paintings
is our anchor in fixing the palette. Rembrandt is never about impressing but is always
about making one feel and live in a moment. Instead of choosing Greek Venus as his muse
he painted a washer woman or an ordinary old woman with a lot of wrinkles or flabby
breasts or wrenched hands or a lot of cellulite. He made the story internal and even his

gods are people in the end.



Image 5: Screenshot from the film Kite/ % /75719, Leena Manimekalai, Arpita Banerjee

What one sees in an image is a manifestation of how one sees it. In research and
exploration, as well as in political dissidence, the question is not merely to gain vision and
visibility, nor is it to vainly oppose the ear to the eye, or the other senses to sight, for
example. On the contrary, invisibility is built into each instance of visibility, and the very
forms of invisibility generated within the visible are often what is at stake in a struggle.
The two are inseparable, for each is the condition for the advent of the other (Minh-ha

2016)

Kite/&1T& & TLQ is my self-journey of discovering the invisibilized anguish looped around

inside my body, embracing its shape as the film's language, making it visible and



unleashing the power of it. It is about empathizing with myself and the millions of my

fellow women who have had similar journeys over the generations.



Image 6: Screenshot from the film Kite/&%/75,& /T4, Nithila, Leena Manimekalai



SOUND: CRACKING THE MIRRORS

In The Acoustic Mirror/The Female Voice in Pyschoanalysis and Cinema, Kaja Silverman

argued that the soundtrack is also constructed along gendered lines;

It is curious... that the feminist critique of classic cinema has focussed
primarily upon the image track and the construction of woman as object of
the male gaze.... It has somehow escaped theoretical attention that sexual
difference is the effect of dominant cinema’s sound regime as well as its
visual regime, and the female voice, is as relentlessly held to normative
representations and functions as the female bodly - (viii).

Michel Chion also looked into different components of sound as a place of feminine

agency within and beyond the film text. He noted,

The realms of sound and rhythms promised a potential ‘territory of freedom’
for feminists, a fluid and musical domain rich in meanings and pleasures -
(8-10).

| am drawn to Guy Rosolata’s argument for the acoustic origin of the subject’'s emergence
into selfhood, beginning before birth with the sounds perceived in the “sonorous
envelope”- (Silverman 85) of the mother's womb. The experience of being immersed and
submerged is a central idea in the soundscape | have created along with my composer,
sound designer Phil Strong. The soundscape in Kite/&%M&&TLq is completely studio
created except for the documentary portion because the perspective of the lyrical part is

about pondering the interiority of the character. Here | equate interiority to femininity.
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In one of her interviews, filmmaker Lucrecia Martel whose works are known to unsettle
and subvert traditional - perceptual - cinematic hierarchies, asks us to “ imagine ourselves
as a being at the bottom of an ocean of air” - (Marte/ on LA CIENAGA/ VIDEO | FALL 2074

https://www.criterionchannel.com/videos/lucrecia-martel). | agree with Martel that

Cinema remains magical when the image captured in real life becomes a two-dimensional
optical illusion while the sound created in the studio becomes a three-dimensional tactile

reality.

Sound in Kite/&M&&ITLQ uses time as pressed leaves in the notebook of life. Memories,
irreconcilable traumas, voices oozing from the past, present and future, sounds and
silences encrypted in the genes, deep sighs of the repressed body and existence are
quilted into the soundtrack in the aspiration of making it a more body-centered

experience.

While live recording the music, flutist Colleen had remarked, woodwind instruments are
very intimate to woman musicians as they can all at once be tender, go nuts, yell, sulk,
howl and summon the primal. There are theories that assert man invented language to
end matriarchy. Music came before language, the primary patriarchal agent. Hélene

Cixous asserts, music and the voice operate outside patriarchal constraints.

You can't talk about a female sexuality, uniform, homogenous, classifiable
into codes.... Women's imaginary is inexhaustible, like music, painting,
writing, their streams of phantoms is incredible - (Cixous 246)

11



While for Cixous, music's abstract qualities allow a flexibility of meaning and signification,

for Julia Kristeva, music facilitates subject positioning as well.

Intonation and rhythm which play only a subordinate role in everyday
communication but in music, constitute the essential element of
enunciation and lead us directly to the otherwise silent place of the subject
(Kristeva 167)

Phil Strong, the sound designer and | agreed to compose an evocative musical score with
an under layer of subdued impressionistic ambient sound for the alter ego - the
MONOLOGUES and to design a diegetic, hyper-real, hyper articulated sound for the ego,
the ACTS - since the script is fundamentally written in seven acts and seven monologues
feeding into the traditional optical spectrum of VIBGYOR (Violet-Indigo—-Blue-Green—
Yellow-Orange—Red). What if one could hear a colour or what if the colours gush to
embrace everyone ready to get in touch with the world of Kite/& 1&g with its sound
wings? | must have asked this question to Phil quite a few times. Hope there are answers

in the film.

‘You are a beautiful woman; audiences think you have a voice to match’, explains a
publicist to silent screen star Lina Lamont in Singin’in the Rain (1952) when she wonders

why she is not allowed to answer the questions directed to her by fans and reporters.
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I'm born in a beam of light: | move continuously yet | am still. | am larger
than life yet do not breathe. Only in darkness am | visible. You can see me
but never touch me. | can speak to you but never hear you. You know me
intimately, but | know you not at all. We are strangers and yet you take me
inside of you. What am 1?

- Voiceover of Julie Christie's character in Sally Potter's Film, 7he Gold
Diggers (1983)

My voiceover in Kite/&T&& Ty is my embodiment, enunciation, confession and
invocation of ancestral spirit. | think, write and speak in my mother tongue Tamil primarily.
My voice over is a searchlight to my thoughts as the central character, giving access to
the ostensibly repressively inaudible, transforming the private to the political. The poems
| have used in the film are from my published poetry anthologies that had extensive
discourse as “literary texts" amongst Tamil readerships. The migration of voice from

literary land to cinematic land cracks many mirrors that were taking too long to reflect.

| also allowed myself to experiment using voices as sound montage, wandering text,
emanation speech, transphonia, ghosts from the past and the future, ‘lip-sync”, dub of

the present and ‘live’ recorded truths.

Cinema gestated in sight and was born into sound says Walter Murch. My cinema gestates
in my body and was born into my mother’s bath of sounds. My umbilical cord is never cut

but growing like a banyan tree.
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SPACE: MARKED OR UNMARKED

The way | understand space comes from Tamil classical poetics, where the subject of art
is taxonomized by landscape—t/na/in Tamil. The most ancient Tamil poems are divided
into agam and puram—interior and exterior modes. The former are usually love poems,
the latter concern war and politics. There are five landscapes in which poems take place:
kurinci (hills), mullai (forest), marudham (cultivated land), neytal (coastal land) and paa/a/
(desert). The landscapes are not just setting. Each invokes a set of moods, themes and
images that are particular to it, so that kurincipoems invoke secret love affairs while paal/ai
poems invoke separation or danger. 7ina/ are not really landscapes, but a systematized
repertoire of tropes and images poets use to give concrete form to emotions. In classical
Tamil poetics, there is no stark separation between emotions and things. Space and

objects are embodied emotions.
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Image 7: Location still from Kite/ & /T&&Ti¢, Chennai, 2022, Leena Manimekalai
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| started the film Kite/&%/7&& /19 with a pre-civilisation landscape where tinai is intact
with emotions. When the film displaces the character to the post - post-modern era, there
is loss/dislocation/fracture of t/naiand hence disorientation. There is constant anxiety of
being thrown away from one’s familiar land/#nai to an unfamiliar place. That radiates
throughout the existence of my being as a queer woman and | reflect that in the episodic
acts bleeding into memoir chapters. The ‘loss of place’ and the emotional wreckage
propels the protagonist towards self-actualisation. For a queer woman, being is made

possible only by becoming free from belonging/conditioning.

This is what | arrive at as my final act. Evocation of desire and a profound sense of
homelessness - like the two edges of the spectrum tears apart the existence. | am crossing

over the space that is spacelessness through my film like a fragile kite.

| closely worked with my Production Designer Ramalingam and created props/recurring
motifs like a broken chair, strings and ropes that are metaphoric to the expulsion/removal
of the body while being present in the space. The body is clinging onto colours, to
artifacts, to other bodies, to one’s own body and we created relationships between them
with contact improvisation to vibrate the memories, emotions and feelings, long story

short, a poetic landscape.
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Image 9: Location still from the film Kite/ & /T&&/T(9, Wayanad, 2022, Leena Manimekalai
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In Space, Place, and Gender, Doreen Massey proposes rethinking of space as itself imbued
with temporality. In place of the gendered opposition of movement/stasis, time/space,
journey/landscape, culture/nature, she proposes a space that is not only in movement
but is itself a ‘dynamic simultaneity’ (46), Landscape then ceases to be something we

traverse but becomes an intersection of different stories, different temporalities.

In constant expulsions, my lived body and its expressions urgently need re-envisioning of

the gendered 'space-time’ framework for it to be narrated with a new vocabulary.
Woman's cinema is not ‘at home’ in any of the host cinematic or national
discourses and it inhabits because it is always an inflected mode,
incorporating, reworking and contesting the conventions of established

traditions.

- Judith Butler (2019, 22)
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MOVEMENT: FILM IS A VERB, NOT A NOUN

Soon it will be spring again.
Grass sprouting.

Then comes summer,

tall grass,

sun.

Then comes autumn,

leaves falling.

And the....

winter,

spring,

summer,

autumn,

winter!

There are situations of course
that leave you utterly speechless
All you can do is hit at things
Words, too, can’t do more
than just evoke things

That’s where dance comes in again.”

- Pina Bausch (Pina, Wim Wenders, 2011)
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Image 10: Location still, Kite/ & /7&&/T(q, Chennai, 2022,
Choreographer Fawas Ameer, Leena Manimekalai
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Image 11: Location still, Kite/ &% /7&,&/T(q, Chennai, 2022,

Choreographer Fawas Ameer
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Image 12: Still, Kite/ % /7&&TLq, Chennai, 2022, Leena Manimekalai

Fawas Ameer, my choreographer considers himself a disciple of Pina Bausch and his
practice of dance form Movement Improvisation is rooted in bodily agency. In one of his
earlier workshops, he gave me and my co-actors an exercise of hugging each other for
continuous 30 minutes. We'd burst into tears notwithstanding the naked intimacy, such a
long embrace had created between us. We got introduced to situation-response
choreography, which works against the notions of pre-established forms/methods and
relies on the relationship between the actors and the act - for the choreography to evolve
on its own. Contact improvisation, one form of Movement improvisation completely
focussed on the body's ability to be both aggressive and graceful at the same time and
develop a new language in motion, interacting with other bodies, time and space. Though

| am a formally trained dancer in classical Bharatanatyam, Movement Improvisation
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opened me to deeper connections to the self. In my state of being as a ‘flow’, | could
actively lose my awareness of control and demands. | discovered | still had parts of my
body that were never ‘touched’ even by myself and the whole process gave me

heightened regard for myself.

| consciously practice participatory cinema and my whole filmography is my aspiration for
collective agency for all the stakeholders. The Third Cinema Movement and Brecht
influenced me a lot and helped me evolve into a process-oriented artist. My first feature
Sengadal, the Dead Seawas a cinema verité and the film was made with the participation
of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees and Indian Tamil fishermen at the Indo-Sri Lankan border
shore village in India. Eventually, reading Bill Nichols (Introduction to Documentary, 2010)

made me realize what | practice is ‘Improvisation’.
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Image 13: Sengadal/The Dead Sea Film Poster, 2011
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My collaboration with movement theatre/dance choreographer Fawas is nurturing
because of our common interests in opposing hierarchies in commercial theatre/film by

democratic practices of collective decision making and responsibilities in creation.

lconic Dancer Chandralekha’s studio “Spaces” in Chennai which is a cultural eco system
that | grew up learning martial art dance form ‘Kalari’, Dalit resistance art
(drumming/dance) form 'Parai’ and participating in several folk theatres as a performer,
was a site for workshopping and filming Kite/&m&& g too. | chose performance and
not enactment because | did not envision Kite/&M&&ITig as a dramatized testimony. |
am more interested in emotions than accuracy and conformity to facts. | am not trying to

recreate my memory but embody it.
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Image 14: Location still, Kite/ /75 &/T(g, Chennai, 2022, Leena Manimekalai and Crew
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Movement theatre/dance empowered me by allowing me to embrace my vulnerabilities
and trust my feelings. It helped me address my low self-esteem that comes with my
culture and conditioning and work on the dilemma between the fear of rejection and
performance of self. | had screen tested close to 25 artists who are queer or queer allies
to play my character in the film and workshopped three of the shortlisted artists for several
weeks. Only one survived through the process and even she demanded not to use the
footage after shooting for three days. Finally, | used my friendship and goodwill to bring
Arpita Banerjee, an established female actor from Mumbai, use my choreographer Fawas

as male-actor and my nieces Athira and Nithila as child actors.

Though the relentless Covid waves played a major role in defeating us over and again, |
could see taboos also feeding into the hassles. The real reason | discovered was, women
who do not find themselves in a position to speak freely could not claim the voice as their

own.

Audre Lorde writes, " We can locate revolutionary change in identifying that piece of
the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us” (2007, 116). | realized the deep
need to discover a new language that would encourage women artists to try corporeal

experience of self and expressions.
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POETRY IN FILM OR POEM FILM

POETRY AND THE FILM
28 October 1953
CINEMA 16 SYMPOSIUM

TRANSCRIPT OF MAYA DERREN’'S SPEECH

The distinction of
poetic structure™) and
you will, that it is a "wertical™ in
that it probes the ramifications of the m
its gualities and its depth, so t
sense, not with what is occurring but
what 1t m

A poem,
something

invisible,

or the metaphy: al content of

action, but its attack is
and this may a little
would 11 the "horizontal" atta

with the development, from situatio
concerned with
situation from
clear if you tak
movements.

In Shakespeare, you have t
"horizontal” development, of
leading to another, and this

e, however, he arrives
luminate the meaning of this mome
moment, he builds

will, so that y
"yertical” investigations, which are the po
monologues. I think that this is 3 f handli y ;
and poetry in film. (Deren,"Cine Symposium") . |

Image 15: Maya Deren’s speech designed as a typewriter transcript
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New message i G

To Brenda Cc Bcece

Subject Re: Poetry and the Film

Dear Brenda,

T have been writing poems since my childhood. Language is my first love but later when I eventually became an adult and a proud feminist, my tryst with language became
‘sleeping with my enemy’.

Tamil is one of the most ancient languages, surviving to this day, and is as old as patriarchy itself. Thes history of female poetry in the Tamil language is complicated. Tamil
had around 41 female poets writing during the Sangam age between 2 AD and 2BC. I have made a Cine-Poem on Sangam Women Poets titled "Pennadi/My Mirror Is The Door."
In Pennadi (female gender of the word I had coined for Kannadi” which means mirror in Tamil), as a contemporary Tamil Poet, [ try to talk to my poet foremothers of the Sangam
Age. In the tilm, I was a cyborg sometimes and an injured spirit at times who could evoke ancestors. After a dark age, we had Bakihi Poets Karaikal Ammaiyar (6th century) and
Andal (8th Century) who redefined devotion in Tamil. Karaikal Ammaiyar pioneered grammar for Tamil music, going naked with Shiva the Shaiva god as her eternity and Andal
wrote the foremost Tamil erotica donning Vishnu the Vaishnava god as her lover. Both poets became living traditions in Tamilnadu, idolised as the first non-Brahmin women
goddesses having their own temples and a huge following. Time became a black hole atter them and only in the late 90s did Tamil women return to poetry.

I am one of the shudra(lower caste) woman who chose poetry as my primary expression and started publishing in the mid-2000s. Sukumaran.N, a critic, remarked that female
poetry was reborn in Tamil, atter my first anthology got published in the year 2003, Since then [ have published around 500 poems spreading to six anthologies ranging from
confessional to radical feminist to lesbian to anarchic to cyborg poetry. I faced severe censorship, was persecuted with pornography and blasphemy charges and copies of my
second poetry collection were burnt by fundamentalist groups. My poetry offended all groups including the extreme left, the extreme right and Tamil nationalists. My poetry
practice taught me that I can collapse the status quo and destroy the kingdoms just with few simple words. When my society called me a slut, I wrote a collection “Queen of
Sluts”. I could find answers for most strange things in Poetry. As a poet, I always felt like a suicide bomber as I could litup anywhere with my poetry. It is so empowering!

I coined new words in Tamil for female genitalia like g-spot and clitoria as they don't exist, wrote a series on orgasm and menstrual blood, reclaimed all swear words that
happened to be curses on female body parts and redefined them with new meanings, queered binary folklore narratives into lesbian erotica, declared goddesses like kali as my
lovers,introduced cyborgs and eco feminist anarchy. Films came to me as a natural extension of my poetic expressions.

The poems I have used in "Kaathadi/Kite" were earlier published in Tamil literary magazines and as anthologies. Maybe this film was manifested by those poems. Now thatI
have called out my abuser, made love with a woman, went naked in the woods and sought answers from my mother and grandmother, I can happily die.

Yours sincerely

Leena Manimekalai.

ADOe-uWd il = | Send |

Image 16: Poetry and the film designed as a letter to my Supervisor Prof. Brenda Longfellow
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HYBRIDISING IS QUEERING

If ethnographic texts are a means by which Europeans represent
themselves their(usually subjugated) others, autoethnographic texts are
those the others construct in response to or in dialogue with those
metropolitan representations.

— Mary Louise Pratt (Russell 1999, 277)

The oxymoronic word “autoethnography” fascinated me when | got an opportunity to
watch certain films under the genre. Witnessing how one’s body and one’s historical
moment become the joint site of experience and identity gave me a new awakening. The
ways in which the filmmaker inscribes the ‘self’ with a first-person voice over, being at the
origin of the gaze and as body-image, generate the multiple possible permutations of
three voices — the speaker, seer and the seen. Especially in the queer culture, this genre
has emerged so richly and diversely to unfold personal histories where queers write their

identities in temporal structures.

Family histories take the centre stage in storytelling and embody the difficult processes
of remembering. Queer ethnographies unleashed new forms of embodied knowledge and
politics of location as documentary truths freely mixed with performances. | took to auto
ethnography as | had recurring images in my dreams echoing across the distances of time

and space in my life. It gave me a fertile land to experiment with a queer gaze, queering
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the language, queering the lensing, queering the time, queering the space and thus

disengaging with the dominant.

It has been said that women suffer cultural scripts in their bodies and women artists are
like mythical woman warriors who went into battle scarred by the thin blades which their
parents literally used to write fine lines of script on their bodies. | imagined myself as that
warrior with the weapons of poetry, dance, movement theatre, music, painting,
architecture and documentary. | hybridized my expressions in my effort to challenge the

imposed structures and formulas. That gave me the state of flux that | deeply desired.

Image 17: Location still, Kite/ & /T&&TI¢, Chennai, 2022,
Choreographer Fawas Ameer, Leena Manimekalai
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Image 18: Location still, Kite/&/7&& 7L, Chennai, 2022
Arpita Banerjee, Leena Manimekalai
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Image 19: Location still, Kite/ &%/75,&/T(q, Chennai, 2022
Leena Manimekalai with crew
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Kite/& M5 is my story: a complex negotiation of my embodied memory and an
ongoing emotional process bounded by a timeframe of beginning and end, but where
trauma and subjugation has neither. Throughout this visceral reckoning of emotion and
colours not bound by narrative time | try to break free from the shackles of the society
and the medium. It is imperative for me that | assert myself in the present and be totally
at a remove from the constraints of gender construction both in my existence and
expression. |, at times, tremble thinking that my anima magic will wear off and | will be
left alone with those doubting voices and the scarred image in front of the mirror, but |
have started to accept and remind myself that this continuous period of change within
me, in fact, has always been flowing. It is unsaid, closer to me than ever before, that | am

already full. And, so, as always, | turn to time and space and ask: “Are we there yet?”

Image 20: Screenshot from the film Kite/&%/75,& /719, Aathira
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Image 21: Hybrid Filmmaking illustrated as a Recipe Note

33



CENSORSHIP: TRIAL BY FIRE

A CONVERSATION ON ARTISTIC FREEDOM

JOHN

v
GREYSON ‘ !

Within histories of
censorShip globally,
queer expression
rivals use so-called
blasphemy as a
primary weapon and
these are often
conjoined, as you've
experienced with
Kaali' Isnt it?

A.

Thank you John and

I take this moment to
thank my Professors,
Artists and Activists
who stood by me and
my film Keali, during
the

violent attack of the
hindu fundamentalist
mob and persecution
by the fascist Indian
State. They call me a
“western whore” for
portraying goddess
Kali smoking a
cigarette and carrying
the pride flag. The
moment reflected in
the poster is about
shared love. Kali
travels in the tram,
listens to jazz, drinks
cocktails, shares a
cigarette and spends
an evening with
Torontonians from
across cultures.

If I had shown Kali in
the kitchen, cooking,
cleaning and washing,
it wouldn’t have been
labelled provocative.
Kali with a Pride flag
and a cigarette in her
mouth proclaims her
power, her choice and
empowerment. If art
can't be offensive, can
we really have art?
The raison d’etre of
the artist’s life is to
offend, to disturb the
status quo. But art’s
intention to offend is
to reshape the
thoughts, rebuild the
ideas, and regrow
imaginations. My
Kaali will be offensive

- to misogynists, to

queer-phobics, to the
absolutists who want
to establish a
monolithic patriarchal
Brahmanical
Hinduism.

What is the future of
political filmmaking
in India?
Filmmakers in India,

both independent and
mainstream, have been
struggling with the
regressive censorship
laws. Aamir Khan to
Kamal Haasan, Rakesh
Sharma to Anand
Patwardhan, any
filmmaker who dares to
do a film even with the
slightest political
flavour goes through
the trial by fire. We
always had
constitutional laws and
institutions to fight for
our free expression.

~ fighting and T am not

But the current
regime's abolition of
the Film Certification
of Appellate Tribunal
(FCAT) and revision of
the Cinematograph Act
(1952) even without
carrying out a single
dialogue with the
filmmakers of the
country is a death knell
to freedom of
expression.

‘Without the FCAT,
both my earlier feature
films wouldn't have
managed to see the
light. New amendments
to the Cinematograph
Act 1952 gives the
heckler’s veto to the
state to suppress films.

change.org

A partermance socumaentary by

Solidarity with Leena
Manimekalai

‘We won't have a future
if we give up the fight
today. But I am
hopeful.

‘With every episode
of censorship, I have
found allies and
camaraderie. I am

alone. I have the All
India Progressive
‘Women's Association,
Progressive Writers &
Artists Association,
Hindus for Human
Rights, Dalit Solidarity
Forum, Poetic Justice
Foundation, India Civil
‘Watch International,
Humanists International
and Frontline
Defenders to protest
along with me.

Screenshot of the petition created on Change .org
in support of Leena Manimekalai and her recent
work Kaali.

The Equity Committee  Art is always more
of the Faculty Union of powerful than fascism
Toronto Metropolitan  in uniting humanity!
University organised

the protest screening of

the censored film Kaafi

in the campus itself to

show their dissent

against the institutional

failures to protect the

art and the artist.

"If art can't be offensive, can
we really have art?
The raison d’etre of the artist’s life
is to offend, to disturb the
status quo.”
- Leena Manimekalai,
Poet & Filmmaker

Image 22: Chapter on Censorship illustrated as a Newspaper Interview
between Prof. John Greyson and Leena Manimekalai
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Hurt sentiment law is
just an insidious tool
of
control and censorship

and the Hindu Right
of India uses it to
harass artists,
activists, filmmakers,

Muslims, Dalits and
other minorities.

Museum, London.

So the Hindu
rightwing sells and
smokes Kali cigarettes
but feels offended by a
film poster with an
actor dressed up as
Kali, smoking. It is
just a classic case of
hypocritical moral
vigilantism.

Advertisement for ‘Kali Cigarettes’ , Calcutta, India, c.
1885-90, Lithograph, British Museum 2016.

"Hurt sentiment law is just an insidious
tool of control and dictatorship...

_ Leena Manimekalai, Poet & Filmmaker

Image 23: Chapter on Censorship illustrated as a Newspaper Interview
between Prof. John Greyson and Leena Manimekalai

35




VOLUME x4
NUMEBER Ts
e

SO OPDIES

-— i
. WeADy e

T

Tine ©5e e

A CONVERSATION ON ARTISTIC FREEDOM

How is the case of Kaali
similar to these historic
precedents and distinct?

In the past we have seen
hatemongers threaten writers
like Perumal Murugan, Taslima
Nasreen and Salman Rushdie,
as well as artists like MF
Husain in the name of religion.
In the recent barbaric attack at
Newyork, Salman lost his one
eye and almost his life. I
remember intensely reading
his “Midnight’s Children’ again
and again like a prayer when he
was admitted in intensive care
unit.

I have self-censored and itis a
concern when you're writing
semi-political stuff in a place
like Sri Lanka — who are you
going to offend and is it really
going to cost you more than
you anticipated? I think that
this is something that hangs
over all of us if we're writing in
South Asia, especially writing
about politics or religion and
things like that’, says the recent
booker winning Sri Lankan
author Shehan Karunatilaka in
his interview to The
Independent.(Bedigan).

L

What is been your journey?
What lessons can be
learned?

1 come from a society self
fashioned by censorship.
‘While growing up. my
existence as a female child is
always censored. Don’t
laugh, don’t talk loud, don’t
wear this dress, don’t let
loose your hair, don’t talk to
boys(they still think girls
wont fall in love and elope
with their girl lovers), don’t
put makeup, don’t mix with
other caste or religion, don’t
choose to be an artist, don’t
cross your legs, don’t stare in
the mirror for long and the
‘don’t list’ is endless.

When I became a
thinking adult and an
artist, my expressions
started facing multi level
censorship by family, civil
society, caste-religion-
gender institutions,
agents of power and state.
My filmography and
bibliography have gone
through all the dark alleys
of censorship and attacks.

My MFA thesis
dissertation got delayed
not only because of my
academic project Kaali
and the massive
witchhunting followed
over the 2022 Summer.

Earlier my Passport
was impounded on Sep g,
2021 on the basis of
defamation case filed
against my #metoo
testimonial in 2019. I am
a leading voice in the
India #metoo movement
and one of the two
survivors battling the
legal warfront. I had to
fight a four tier legal
battle at the Magistrate,
District, High and
Supreme courts of India
to get my passport back.

Apart from the main
defamation case, I have
also been slapped with a
gag order and a civil suit
with a demand of a
compensation of 10.1
million INR (along with
my supporters Singer
Chinmayi, "The News
Minute" Editor Dhanya
Rajendran, Youth
Congress Activist Dhivya ,
Facebook, Twitter and
Google) and Contempt of
Court Case(based on
Indian Express Kochi
Edition Article on #metoo
cases and safety of women
in film industry in India).

The Indian Justice
system and its colonial
libel laws protect the
predators and punish
the survivors with the
long protracted
processes. No wonder
India leads the world
in rape cases and
dreaded as the ‘Rape
Nation’.

My debut feature
"Sengadal ( The Dead
Sea)’ about the lives
and struggles of Sri
Lankan Tamil
Refugees and Indian
Tamil Fishermen at
the Indo-Srilankan
border shore was
banned by the Indian
Censor Board in the
year 2010. I fought it
legally at the ‘Film
Certification Appellate
Tribunal’ (FCAT)
under the Supreme
Court of India and
won the censor battle
in 2011. The film was
released without a
single cut. Tt was
selected at the
prestigious Indian
Panorama Awards in
the same year and won
many awards
subsequently.

In the vear 2019, my
second film
"Maadathy, An
Unfairy Tale” about
the ‘unseaable’ caste
group in southern
Tamilnadu also was
refused certification
by Regional Censor
Board. I had to fight
again at the Tribunal
to get the film released
without cuts. The film
got its world Premiere
at the Busan
International Film
Festival in 2019 and after
a successful festival run,
now streaming in Mubi.

ﬂ John Greyson started this petition

~-~—

As Canadian artists, scholars and activists, we stand in
unequivocal solidarity with filmmaker Leena
Manimekalai and her documentary Kaali. We are
horrified by the extreme harassment, death threats,
abuse, censorship and legal charges that Leena has
faced in recent weeks concerning the poster of her
new short film, which depicts Goddess Kaali smoking a
cigarette and holding a pride flag. We stand with
Leena, supporting her fundamental rights of freedom
of expression as she critically explores issues of
identity, community and diversity.

As a distinguished artist, invited to study and work in
Canada at York University, Leena Manimekalai has
been active creating original feminist, queer and anti-
racist works which explore diverse themes. In early
July, she was asked with 17 other artists to create an
original work for the Under the Tent exhibition, a
“creative exploration of diversity and race” organized
by the Toronto Metropolitan University, and exhibited
at the Aga Khan Museum. Her short film Kaali is a
personal, critical and poetic meditation on the theme
of the program, “belanging or not belonging under
the tent of Canadian multiculturalism.”

Sign this petition

Messape of solidarity from York University, as part of the

campaign through Change.org.

'Kaathadi/Kite ' also had
roadblocks frem my earlier
supervisors at the York

My short documentaries, University who wanted to

‘Is it too much to ask’ protect themselves from

(2017) about the speculative threats and
transgender rights, hypothetical libel suits.
"Mathamma'(2003) about

the practice of sacrificing ~ Whoever wants to censoran
female children from the  aptist has something to hide
oppressed caste to the and the act of censorship isall

deity and ‘Parai’(2004)
about ‘Caste and sexual
violence’ also had faced
similar censorship
struggles. My feature
documentary, ‘White Van
Stories'(2015) about the
enforced disappearances in
Sri Lanka that was
broadcast in Channely, is
banned in Sri Lanka till
date.

about pimping the oppressors,
predators and fascists. But
believe, art has always beena
vehicle of truth and truth
somehow gets allyship to win
its way. That is the lesson, I
have learnt through my
encounters. I have only one
‘don't’ in my life. I don't allow
self-censorship to block my
way. I create, I own and take
all the bruises in the process.
That’s been my path. If not
me, who will stand by my
truth?

Image 24: Chapter on Censorship illustrated as a Newspaper Interview

between Prof. John Greyson and Leena Manimekalai
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MUSINGS

Experimental Filmmaker Kyoka Tsukamoto came as a guest for one of my
screenwriting classes with Prof. Howard Wiseman. She screened her film. My dearest sister
(2016). Kyoka's interior monologues and her piano compositions taking the shape of
intimate memories, the profound simplicity of her complex exploratory process, the
breaking down of familial emotional barriers, childhood abuse taboos and the shame that

rocks us for lifetime stayed with me.

Watermelon Woman (1996) by Cheryl Dunye taught me what you can do when you are
invisible. How she used the camera as a tool to depict her world, tell her audience a false
history and make us believe it and challenge the social norms—showed me the limitless

possibilities of the medium.

/ am the first and the last

/ am the honored one and the scorned

/ am the whore and the holy one

/ am the wife and the virgin

! am the barren one, and many are my daughters
| am the silence that you cannot understand

/ am the utterance of my name.

The impossible voice in the beginning sequence of Julie Dash's Daughters of the
Dust(1991), as it speaks the silence with the authority of a name we do not hear, spoke

for all the mothers and daughters. Prof John Greyson made me study the film closer in
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his Hybrid Fiction classes. Kite/& 1&g is the final assignment | had failed to submit

in his course.

Chantal Akerman'’s Je Tu /I Elle (1975) is my workshop film for all the actors and crew
members who showed interest in being part of . Kite/&m5&m1Q. | liked the pleasure of
seeing everyone stunned exactly like me or more after watching the film. From her films,
| learnt how to lose the mind without becoming mad. Kite/&%m&&mLq is my fangirl letter

to Chantal Akerman.

| repeatedly watched the entire filmography of Maya Deren to make an assignment on
Archival Cinema for Prof. Phil Hoffman’s Analog Cinema Class. Deren made a profound
effect on me with her films, writings, poems and voice. | had edited images from her films
to play her unpublished poems and | imagined myself as Maya while giving a voice over
for that ghost film | made for her. She kept me in a state of trance for a substantial time

period. Her life and work feels like a legend and | am so smitten by her magic.

| regard Agnes Varda as my foremother in cinema and | want to hold on to her legacy. |
had an opportunity to sit not very far from her at the Cannes Premiere of Faces, Places
(2017). | witnessed her humility in front of all the respect and celebration. As someone
from the third world | never had access to all her films. | felt attacked when Prof. Ingrid
Veninger questioned me in the MFA Admissions Interview about my non mention of any

woman in the list of my favourite filmmakers. It drove me close to going crazy collecting,
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watching and writing about her films for the next few months, close to one hundred pages
about each of her works in Tamil. Her Vagabond (1985) is my benchmark for a cult feminist

film.

My choreographer Fawas Ameer and | used to watch Pina’s performances in a loop. She
was a morphine we never injected into our veins. Her expansive creative vision made me
see the meaning of movement even in mundane activities like speaking, sign language,

laughing, crying, screaming and running.

Tarkovsky is my shaman. His films are Mirador. | hold on to his writing as fairies whenever
| feel lost. | did not choose to go to film school for a long time just because he said it is
not necessary in one of his interviews. Then a disastrous love breakup pushed me to pick
the MFA offer. | told myself, all is fair in love and war. Tarkovsky nodded his head in his
photograph | have kept laminated in my study desk. | am like a goat under a spell in his

poetic land.
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TAKE DEVIATION: PRODUCTION ROADBLOCKS

TAKE DEVIATION

Image 25: Ilustration of Production Roadblocks
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AFTERWORD

AFTERWORD

Feb 6, 2022
Chennai.,

9 abandoned’ wriﬁry diaries aﬁ‘er ny fm’ﬁer broke into ny seribble
book and queffianea{ my zén‘ny affet}emf éczy! af the same fime in my
adolescence. FHe had cut my hormones with an ax. 9 tervified me. But 9 do
write entries when 9 jef to have monvmental days.

]/{y r-eé:fiamﬁrl'fz with my mother is aﬁuajs' love and hate. In J'faﬁf
seconds 9 will either die far bher or éiff her. 9t is so tense that 9 can éreaé the
jrwm’ fe ﬂ&or into two with the ue/c*ef{y and’ fffﬁrzgfﬁ af that tension and
5;«@ my.veéf
9 am more calm around my jmnarmofﬁgn 9 have conﬂ;'cﬁ' with her too
but 9 forget the moment 9 am embraced by her innocent smile and creases
that smile would make in her ﬂice. She is my ﬁrféer}firfen 9 bate this
incestuous system of marrying off a woman to her maternal uncle fo
maintain ethnic fauﬁfy and the territories af land. Roth my mother and
jmnafmafﬁer are victims to that. m‘y were child brides married to their
uncles older to them at least @ a decade. 9 mjﬂt{ and cried blood whenever
my mother wsed to say with an eerie tone that 9 was born fo her when she
wasnt even aware fmm which {mrf af her éoc{y the ;Gn@ would [ap out.

Am 9 born out af marital mpe? I wanted o end’ my 5]((3 several times
because of this 5urm‘:39 question.
)V!y Pﬂﬂ‘lﬂﬁ' were never &ip@ in their nmrn'age and 9 remember
refumir;_g to school with so much an,de{y about how violent the evening

D was dumbstruck when my mother J'&frfw{im'i"ﬁpy me fo marey bher
brother even before 9 turned efgﬁfeen. 9 bhad ta run away from home to
escape marriage. 9 was in my first ‘year Etyineeﬁrzg uaﬁé‘g& but 9 had
decided to arra(a my Studies and start waréitzy as ijaumaﬁsf to jef rid 0;[
my ﬁwm‘ﬁaf fressures.

9t was my jmnnrmofﬁer who understood’ my urge o break the chains
and sef myﬂff free from age old customs. She took me back to our village
hame ta finish my engineering @rw and assured me to back my
decisions after my jr’a&ﬁmﬁan.

Tﬁyufﬁce system of my mathers aﬁlmyj‘ unnerved me. 'fﬁgy were
able to come to terms with even Mpﬁi@r to protect the interests of
ﬁzmi‘fy. ‘Fﬂmi{y honor was every woman s honor. We jir'ﬁ were fm{gﬁf
to swallow ewnyfﬁhy and flaunt the émfje of| fﬂmi’éf honor. My
mothers jrﬂwf ‘me the /awes'ffeff esteem and an absolute lack af /w:’a@
about anej'e[f o ﬂ'.ef never enmgﬁ as a person and that is the /Jerenm'a/
souree for all my bad decisions Gl date.

My mothers were school a{m{mmﬁ’ but not illiterates. But fﬁey preferm’
as J'ffﬁej are not aware of my poetry. J came out as a queer in the
p.r'eﬁwe 9 had written for my second | froetry collection. It was s just seen as
my another act af téﬁance like bow 9 jaf married to a Dalit that ended
in divorce. After a foint fﬁeﬂwf outcast me from the ﬁmi@ and
community so that whatever 9 did as an artist and as a woman could
never affect them. My ﬁtmi{y would cﬁarge tv channels whenever my
facﬂ a/)/)eamo{ in some or other news or cﬁmye the fage when Jomefﬁf}y
got reported alout me in the newspapers.

Image 26: Afterword illustrated as Diary Entries
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8o, 9 have been a branded outlier since my age of tg. But w@?
W@ do 9 have to be disowned ﬁjr my want af oyen@?
9 wanted to ask my mothers. Tl fégy @ree? Do 9 bhave the emotional
distance to film them? How will 9 manage my)’eé" m‘éfry them the most
difficult questions with all the equipment and crew around? 9 felf so
prowerless befare my endless feelings!
Mothers @wﬁeﬂ[ quée because fﬁey fﬁmgﬁf it is important for my
jrﬂaﬁmﬁon as fﬁgy knew this is ﬁﬁr my thesis work, %gy Aidn t care when 9
said 9 can't  give them 75;3;'1‘:‘0»3 éeﬁreémmf as 9 wanted theiv candid
answers. When 9 told them no retakes, it didn 't mean myféitgg to them.
TJ’;M@ 9 shot them at my mother's sister’s pfm:e in Chennai. Mother's

sisters are not aunts in our culture. 9 call her my mother too.

ﬁgy ﬁﬂ[ the entire crew with a delicious meall When 9 was J’weaﬁ;y out
af NErvoUsness éeﬁ-r-e the shoot. my mothers cooled me down with tender
coconut water. I was me who felf that the exercise was like sitting over an
emfaﬁry voleano. ')5/9 mothers aced it!
?\/{y ﬁ'mmafmaféer wes émaéi}zzjaw /r‘af)fmz‘rg news about how my
jrﬂnn?[nfger was erepfrg around while my maother and my mother's sister
were wa éfry upy to it with raised t\;yeémwj‘ far the ﬁ‘m‘f time in their f;:fe, 9
bad extreme difficullies in emﬁafﬁfzx’rz? with how fﬂ%y spent their entire life
fﬁer{%rmirig their jem{er roles and never had an in&feﬁermfenf existence.

9t was &ﬁzyﬁy to realize how my fﬂmi‘[y »gﬁ‘for‘y is written over their
:acm‘ﬁcer and evasure afmg 3 ﬁszrmf and could not breathe. The ﬁmf that
fﬁ@ did not ofej‘pﬂ'e me and my choices in ﬁﬁe as much as 9 had' fm@fnw{
kind of comforted me.

9 wondered if ff;ay said it because of the camera or {yeapé around.
But 9 had a strong ﬂ’eﬁ‘ry that féejjw’f fagaf about the camera or crew
after initial interactions and’ frfzgareaf Ej the imf)efw' of i the moment.
Tﬁfiy were maiyée meeﬁry themselves and their truths.

The interview was a catharsis of three  generations of women. A frue
fivst frerson fafumf experience. We are from the same womb but different
bodies with aﬁﬁ[emnffpirifuaﬁﬁex
Ml D bhave the courage to frracess and edit this foafaje?

AMMA had scolded me [armmefﬁfry that 9 don't remember. Umarnma is
camﬂ:rﬁtzg me with maruthani, Vijayamma and thambi E&nﬁa are éu{y
mfcﬁfry TV.

Image 27: Afterword illustrated as Diary Entries
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t.; ﬁtgw‘f& 2022
it Toronfo.

How can my jmnﬂfma leave me once ﬁir‘ all? How is it /903‘5‘;'5»@ ﬂ?r
the same [person fo wﬁij‘/)er {ove  you in a video call and. J’faf) 6?%1’5:}17
after an hour? Did she ﬁ'}gef her [rromise to f[y down for my

jm&fmﬁan cemmo;gy?&'ﬁe cﬁzﬁ'niﬁe\@ knew that it is nofmfe ﬂ?r' me fo
veturn to India with all the {mﬁae warrants and look out civeulars?

i She did say J didn't do myfgfry wrong with my Kaall film poster
and all these cases will nof stand the test of time, but w@ won't she wait
) for me? Didn'tshe want me to kiss her jcm{@e? Did | ffi'ﬁ/) her mind
b that 9 was her eéfe}fjmm{aﬁzgéfer?

| Who will mouth feed me a hot meal for dinner? Wha will ol my

& hair? Wha will send me mango f)icéﬁ.r eve:ymmmer? ’H}@ would
:\. | she maée me an orfaéan now? W@ .fﬁau%mnﬁfmafﬁem dre .éeﬁre

i their children? Who decided that? How can 9 stop 501{.-5:35 seeing her
[:[fny her head with so much  grace in the video? Can 9 ery and ory
and cry and become a rain she loves? What do 9 do with her ash?
Can 9 dissolve her ash in my womh?

With Avva. Clicked a a@y 5&;%:1& Q%ﬁfbr - r
Must be Feb 4, 2022..

Image 28: Afterword illustrated as Diary Entries
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ﬂmnﬂfmafﬁem since she ﬁem‘eé[ was a child when 9 was born,

24.10. 2022
Toronto.

')ﬂ/{y mother used (o say 9 was ém.@ﬁf ufy @ my three

ny jmn&(ma, ﬂrem‘ jmmfma and’ iy ﬂmm[mafﬁer}fm‘er
who became a widow in  young age all 0][ them were ﬂe&ﬁ’rg me
sugar waler as a 5&?@. Tﬁey quiﬂ‘mf me with (heir savees (o ereﬁ,
as their smell wau[afj'{ap me ﬁ"om cr"yirg, Now, 9 an@ have
their ashes.

9 knew my jmnafma s sound | 6efawz her fmaje. 9 use her voice
as a rpiw’f and image as a elosure in m y thesis film. She lived and
died as my jmnafmafﬁen 9 want her to be vemembered as
Rajeswari in my fitm. 9 shout her name alowd. Until it bhecomes

my prfma[ sound, [ “‘, / J é &
Avva %Mrg me, Amma shmﬁnj @ How to
crawl back to Avva's ﬁip?

Image 29: Afterword illustrated as Diary Entries
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: 25 FRAMES P(H)ER SECOND

Image 30: Location still, Kite/&%/7&& /T, Chennai, 2022,
Cinematographer Shanti Bhushan Roy, Leena Manimekalai and crew

Image 31: Screenshot from the film Kite/ & /7&&Tlq, Leena Manimekalai
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Appenix B:

Poems written originally by Leena Manimekalai, Translated by Ashik Kumar

1. LD6OT 60715 & 611D

LD6BT60TI S &H 6L LD
BAeng Q& TELEUSHM (SHET 6TETTHE
38 vl & Tl L_GI
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1. Forgive me
By the time I could say this

I was thirty eight

Forgive me.
It was wrong at that age
even before my breasts came in

when they asked who I loved most
in the world

to say Uncle

a Cadbury's gummed up i my
teeth

Forgive me.

I was careless

to agree to stay home alone
instead of following my aunt

to some function or the other

Image 33: Poem 1 illustrated as a page in translated English in a bilingual poetry anthology

Forgive me.

I was half asleep

and didn’t notice my uncle
come and lic next to me

that night.

I didn’t know that his hands were so

long

that his nails were so sharp

untl he touched my private parts.
Hotit me

The family is a nest, its men are its
guards.

‘What happens in the family
must never be spoken outside. .
Its honor is in its womens” hands. .

No matter what, he was my Uncle.
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Forgive me.
‘What drips now and then

from the howling, gaping wound that
Uncle left

1s not blood,

is not semen,

is not tears

It 1s a colorless fluid
a liquid rank like

the soiled corpse of trust

Forgive me

I shouldn’t have kept you here to

tell you this.
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2. Floating Song

Where have vou vanished?
Into the mirror of the land?
Into the sky of the eyes?

Into the rain of these lines?

Into the blue boat floating over these

words?

Into the dust of dreams?

Into the wash of reawakening?
Into the veins’ nectar?

Into the sleep of seeds?

Into the beetles of lust?

Into the fingerprints of lost love?
Into the body of being?

Into the shadow of falling?

In the bones of destruction?
Into the braids of affecion?

Into the bed of a pyre P

Into the color of sickness?

Wherever vou have gone
Is the dance of my similitude,

The song of my presence.
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8. Whore

the first ime i heard the word whore
1 must have been ten

1 didn’t have breasts yet

the word burned me

like the hot blood gushing out

when a razor blade slits open
e

that has not yet come of age

‘Why did they call me a whore?

because;
i stepped out of the front door

without panties

because;
i came home late from school

in the evening

because;
I was playing and forgot

the pot of rice on the stove

because;

I put on too much kaajal

because;
I gave in to romantic advances

or I did not

because;

I made my own decisions

As I got older

there were more and more reasons

for being called a whore

these days

writing poetry is the most frequent.
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4. Mermaid
She is

a mermaid

She comes forth in roots
She comes forth in leaves
She comes forth in fruit

She comes forth in branches

She will not vield honey

for those who come hunting.

To hook her eyes and draw fish
1s difficult

Only her chant

can raise the rain

She won’t climb the mountain
for the stars standing with their
arms outstretched

but if you go wearing the
thuththi flowers

her breasts multiply

If you light the earthen lamp
with the pepper wick

she will triple the harvest

Her eleventh finger

1S a penis.

She smears betel leaves
on its tongueless mouth.
When in need

she makes a

drumstick of it and

raps.
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5. Vision

When your sworn love
opened me

I saw a young girl
crying under a bridge.

When I opened
that young girl,
I saw the poems
in the knots

of her braids.

‘When I opened

those poems,

I saw the silence of

unsaid afflictions.

‘When I opened
that silence,

I saw the tremors
in her tender

violated body
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‘When I opened

the tremor

I saw the dreams of
a murdered
childhood.

‘When I opened
those dreams,
I saw the terror

of a million teeth.

‘When I opened
the terror

I saw the faces

of my mothers and
sisters

worn with the ages...
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6. Women like me

I am always leaving

the darkness makes way

for a woman all on her own

I walk alone over paths

I embrace houses humans plants
animals with too small arms

My dreams don’t separate good from bad
Women like me can’t

be loved fully

Only the forest’s humidity

puts me to sleep

I harvest grain from soil

left to locusts

Even devils are invited to my feasts
Language with no grammar
Existence without roots

Songs without melody

1 take the skins lying beside the river
for my clothing

Women like me can’t be understood fully

My ribs, my wheel

My light, my wings

My desires know no gender

My mercy can't be graded by color

My broad shoulders hold eight
thousand clouds,

each one a nest;
I can only be buried
in the sky

Women like me can’t die fully.




