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Obscure Light 

 

By Malin Wahlberg  

 

Obscure Light opens in silence with a black frame. A preface in white letters conveys the 

historical context of Portuguese fascism (1926-1974), the horrific results of Salazar’s 

dictatorship (1932-1970), including the long term incarceration of generations of 

‘Communists’, and the transnational trauma of the colonial war (1961-1974). Similar to the 

previous two film, Still Life (Natureza Morta. Visages d’une Dictature, 2005) and 48 (2010), 

Obscure Light (2017) involves the viewer in a material, critical and poetic enactment of rare 

archival images and fragments of oral history to invoke a complex time period that is 

painfully present and therefore rarely addressed in public life. This time, de Sousa Dias closes 

in on the history of a single Portuguese family and the memories of three siblings. The 

childhood of Isabel, Rui, and Álvaro Pato was marked by the longing for their absent parents 

and the ever present threat of the PIDE/DGS. The blurred PIDE record of their younger selves 

in prison yards suggest a horrific replacement for missing family albums and domestic 

relations that never happened. Telling moments of silence and the voice as sound become 

prominent features in de Sousa Dias ‘montage of temporal depth’, a method she developed for 

the previous film 48.1 The constraints of looking back, of engaging with material vestiges 

such as photographs or ruins gain credibility through conveyed gestures of emotional 

struggle. The time-space assigned to each testimonial fragment depends on these extra-

discursive articulations when speech is halted, when the filmed body is at the center of the 

cinematic record, or when hesitation and pauses convey their own sonic traces. 
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Obscure Light stands out as a cinematic allegory of memory and forgetting and, as such, 

it aligns with Catarina Albano’s recognition of ‘amnestic traces’ in documentary art. 2 

Forgetting calls for a different kind of temporal representation that adds to the overall 

conceptualization of cinematic time and cultural memory. In de Sousa Dias’ film, forgetting 

corresponds with ‘cultural oblivion’ in relation to colonial history and political oppression. 

Forgetting also in the sense of mourning. ‘Mourning is a form of forgetting’, Elizabeth Cowie 

argues, and personal experiences of loss can be enacted through cinematic gestures of 

embodied memory work: ‘Documentary remembers for us, while also memorializing a time 

and a place for mourning.’3 Obscure Light forges an imaginary realm of actual suffering, with 

special focus on the history and trauma triggered by the photographs and the subjects’ 

emotional struggle to recall details of their past. [Illustration#1 Rui with his imprisoned 

mother Albina about here. Couretesy of Susana de Sousa Dias]. 

Each voice has been recorded along with the noises and nuances of hesitation and grief. 

Occasionally, natural sounds of birds, sheep or a barking dog mark the interval when speech 

is halted. Cinematic duration, manipulated speed, and the sounding of silence are 

characteristic stylistic features of de Sousa Dias’ strategy of attentive listening, which seems 

to extend to, and involve, my affective response to the images. In the first part of the film, a 

black and white sequence showing sea waves in slow motion appears with Isabel’s hesitant 

speech and emotional phrasing: ‘PIDE was always part of our lives, even when they were not 

in our home...’ In three different scenes shot in the ruins of their grandparent’s home Villa 

Franca, Isabel, Rui, and Álvaro pose quietly in profile, or in frontal shots and returning the 

camera’s gaze.  

The materiality of place and vestiges contrasts with the non-place and presence of the 

sea as a visual leitmotif. The Atlantic Ocean is of course immanent to the history of Portugal, 

to its colonial past and to national identity. In Obscure Light, the abstracted seascape turns 
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into an imaginary vista of memory and forgetting. [Illustration #2 waves about here. Courtesy 

of Susana de Sousa Dias]. In the final part of the film, palm trees are reflected upside down in 

waves rolling backwards. Originally, the sequence was shot by the Portuguese army 

somewhere in Angola. Re-used and reversed, the footage of ocean waves in slow motion 

combine with Álvaro’s memory of an argument he once had with his grandfather, who 

‘maintained that the youth should go to war, to defend the fatherland; just what the regime 

was saying.’ If you would say anything else, you would immediately fall under suspicion. 

Music follows Álvaro’s statement to infuse the lingering view of sea waves with a symbolic 

reference to the silenced voices of the colonial war. Eventually, the image dissolves into a 

black frame to the sudden roar of the wind. The noise intensifies before fading out to the 

sound of Álvaro’s invisible but tangible presence. With mouth sounds and audible pauses of 

great fatigue, he concludes: ‘I was arrested in May 25’. Obscure Light forges an image of 

private loss and shared mourning, where the attention is directed toward the painful struggle 

to remember. The reframed PIDE photographs, and the constant bridging between the present 

and the past, result in, as it were, breathing sequences of ‘lived time’.4 The film resists 

narrative closure to suggest an imaginary vista of conflicted memory work that alerts us to the 

specter of Fascism and its reappearance in the politics of our times. 
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