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abstract

The outcome of an international symposium taking place on 27–28 April 2017 at the Royal Swed-
ish Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities in Stockholm, this anthology can be read from 
either end. At one end, a number of essays addressing the question of how pictorial, especially 
photographic, representations can and have been understood either as historical artefacts or as 
sources of knowledge about the past. In a nutshell, images in history. Turn the book over again 
and continue reading. At the other end, an equal number of contributions – texts as well as 
images – that approach the same question from the reverse angle: how pictorial, especially photo-
graphic, representations can themselves be used to convey a new and different understanding of 
the past. In another nutshell, history in images. Taken together, the two parts of the volume are 
intended, each from its own perspective, to prepare the ground for a new historical (sub)disci-
pline, viz. (audio)visual historiography.
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History is a science of traces, and it is the trace that “orients the hunt, the quest, 
the search, the inquiry”.1 In documentary cinema, the photographic imprint and the 
poetics of cinematic enactment add to the contingency of the trace. The interrela-
tion between trace, memory, and imagination, so crucial to the “telling” of the past, 
crystallizes differently in documentary enactments.2 Aside from the narrative drive of 
any project engaged in representing past events, imagination is needed for any poetic 
enactment as it is for the reception of historical narratives. We engage intellectually 
with the facts and vestiges of historical events that are reassessed and presented to 
us, but we imagine and respond emotionally to the existential implications of his-
torical experience. Paul Ricoeur never addressed the implications of visual archives, 
narration in moving images, or the complex relationship between visual media and 
cultural memory. Still, his notion of imagination speaks to the “ethico-political pro-
ject” of experimental approaches to time and historical experience in documentary 
cinema and visual art. Ideally, this is where historical scholarship and art meet “to put 
memories before our eyes”.3 In cinema, where the image of the past is also re-enacted 
as a documentary ready-made, how is one to analyse the intersection between trace, 
memory, and imagination that the philosophy of history has always found to be at 
the heart of narration?

From still-life to enacted fragments of lived time 
In Natureza morta: Visages d’une dictature (“Still Life: The Many Faces of Dictator-
ship”, Susana de Sousa Dias, Portugal, 2005) duration has been added to still images, 
and archival films have been reframed in slow motion. A minimalist score enhances 
the poetic impact of the compiled archival footage and underscores the horrors of 
a traumatic past. In this film, the dictator António de Oliveira Salazar is presented 
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less as a historical figure than as an icon of Fascism and terror. Towering behind a set 
of spidery microphones, Salazar’s assured expression is mocked by the manipulated 
speed of the film, but a possible comic effect seems immediately counterbalanced by 
the soundtrack: the grinding noise of a 16 mm projector interferes with an electronic 
score to mimic the masses’ excitement. Sequences from different films have been 
organized and reframed thematically to forge an image of the past that resonates 
symbolically with the present. In de Sousa Dias’s montage, glimpses shot at differ-
ent parades combine into a ghastly motif of Fascist mass celebration; a pantomime, 
enhanced by the added score. The co-ordinated greetings to Salazar underscore the 
ever-present spectre and actual leader (Fig. 1).

Susana de Sousa Dias’s films Natureza morta (2005) and 48 (2010) relate to Fas-
cism and colonialism (the Portuguese context of Salazar’s dictatorship 1926–1974).4 
The poetics of these films ties into a longstanding tradition of compilation aesthetics 
in the history of documentary cinema, where archival images, films, and media mate-
rial are subjected to poetic reframing and orchestration.5 Reassessing a complex time-
period that is painfully present and therefore rarely addressed in public life, these two 
films are based on related archival material, although they differ in style and mode of 
address. Both are based on archival images, film footage, and photographs that have 
an immediate connection to systematized violence and power, in particular the snap-
shots of political prisoners collected and preserved by the secret police, the PIDE/
DGS. During the production of the first film, de Sousa Dias felt as if the record of 

Fig. 1. Fascist parade. Natureza morta (Susana de 
Sousa Dias, 2005). All images courtesy of the artist.
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the secret police archives and the proud, far from defeated faces of the photographed 
prisoners concealed unique life stories that called for another mode of representation. 
She first met the former prisoner Conceiçao Matos in 2003, when seeking permission 
to film her PIDE snapshots. The conversation they had inspired further research. 48 
became a montage in which the cinematic animation of photographs now included 
recorded voices from these encounters with former prisoners.6 Hence, de Sousa Dias 
developed her technique of reframing, adding duration to the photographs to create 
a vertical montage “in temporal depth”.7 Cinematic duration structures the interrela-
tion between the viewer and the screen event, such that the “undecidability between 
movement and stasis” also seems to characterize the constructed time-space assigned 
to each unique voice in the film.8  

Fig. 2. Manuel Pedro. Natureza morta (Susana de Sousa Dias, 2005). The materiality of the archive photo-
graph meets with the scale, sound, and duration of a photograph in cinematic enactment.
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In the following, my aim will be to think in dialogue with these two films and re-
lated philosophical and theoretical references to address the problem of “audiovisual 
historiography”. The aim of this essay is twofold: 1) to desacralize the phenomenol-
ogy of the trace, and to reassess its meanings in documentary art and film experience, 
and 2) to underscore the role of listening and the “sounding” of recorded voices and 
silence in moving images (Fig. 2).

“Narrative imagination” in documentary art 
In Memory, history, forgetting, Ricoeur pursues a phenomenology of narrative time 
in dialogue with a critical philosophy of history. “Forgetting” relates to the practi-
cal realm of archival politics and commemoration culture, but also to the ethical 
aspects of “forgetting and the effacing of traces” versus “the persistence of traces”.9 
These concerns reverberate in the methodological concerns and ethical dilemmas 
of documentary cinema, and are also conceptualized by artistic projects that engage 
with filmed testimonies, missing pictures, and media archives. Some films have been 
more successful than others in complementing aesthetic knowledge about histori-
cal events and their representation, and about the production and reproduction of 
cultural memory in moving images. The term “documentary art” alludes to this alter-
native knowledge production and the “formal domain” of experimental cinema and 
visual art, where we may learn to see and perceive in new ways. Jeffrey Skoller builds 
on Walter Benjamin in his recognition of the deeply political nature of films that 
may “release energies” to spark “new forms of awareness”.10 Referencing Ken Jacobs’s 
influential compilation aesthetics in Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son (1969) as a case in 
point, he associates these energies with the possibility of a “cine-narrative based on 
the abstract and purely temporal elements of the cinematic experience.”11 

Applied to the poetic enactment and cinematic “animation” of archival images 
in documentary art, “narrative imagination” also operates beyond text and verbal 
narration. On a more general note, this relates to Bill Nichols’ suggestion that “the 
imaginary” is brought to the fore by the modes of address and expressive capacities of 
“the documentary voice”:

The documentary voice speaks through the body of the film: through editing – through 
subtle and strange juxtapositions, through music, lighting, composition, and mise-
en-scène, through dialogue overheard and commentary delivered, through silence as 
well as speech, and through sounds and images as well as words. This dispersed and 
polymorphous voice possesses an intrinsically desubjectivized form. The workings of a 
fantasmatic arise through it.12 
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Overall, Nichols’s emphasis on the ideally “dispersed and polymorphous voice” of 
documentary is consistent with a present reflection on an audiovisual historiography 
that is attentive to problems of media commemoration, and to the production and 
reproduction of cultural memory in moving images. In the example of de Sousa Dias’s 
films, the “documentary voice” opens up to the voice of anonymous subjects, and the 
cinematic orchestration at work also enhances the materiality of the archival find-
ings. In 48, fragments of recorded life stories reanimate the compiled photographs 
to invoke a memory work beyond narrative closure. In particular, her films seem also 
to find new ways to tackle the problem of the filmed testimony. The compilation 
aesthetics of 48 adds to this salient theme of documentary cinema, where the enact-
ment of first-person narratives and a process of commemoration suggest “a deeply 
cinematic form of historiography”.13 

Before a closer consideration of Natureza morta and 48, the phenomenology of 
the trace and its poetic enactment in cinema requires some clarification and theoreti-
cal contextualization. 

The trace – from vestige to a telling sign of the past
According to Martin Heidegger, time is something intrinsically shared, and if sepa-
rated from the dialectic of future, past, and present, it would be nothing but a mis-
leading abstraction.14 Instead, transition characterizes every moment into a constant 
split of now, not-yet-now, and no-longer now. Time is an a priori horizon, where 
Dasein (being in the world) is embraced and so is the everyday conception of Time.15 
Our existence as human beings is marked by our knowledge of approaching death. 
We come, we die, but the results of our actions and works remain. The trace becomes 
an intentional object whose mode of being is equivalent to its function as inscription 
of the past within the present. To Dasein, the trace of the past event even tends to 
replace it.

Emmanuel Lévinas questions Heidegger’s notion of the trace as an immanent 
bearer of the past. Instead, he emphasizes the unmemorable status of the trace in 
arguing that its relation to the past and the present is not irreversible: the trace of 
somebody passed by does not automatically signify his or her past.16 Ricoeur draws 
on the ethics of Lévinas to highlight the power of narration to show us actual traces 
of our shared past. Telling, alternatively, implies that the praxis of representing the 
trace constitutes the prerequisite action against forgetting. Traces left by past events 
call for interpretation and contextualization, “it is a duty to tell”.17 

What then happens in film experience where the trace seems to double, both in 
the sense of analogue sound-images and footage presented as a record of events docu-
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mented by a camera? The trace is also invoked in the ways the film camera may zoom 
into material vestiges, objects, as well as the embodied traces of time in human faces, 
voices and gestures. Cinema is a temporal art and shares with recorded music the 
double status of inscription/document and measured movement, at once a forged 
rhythm and an unfolding sequence. To quote from Bernard Stiegler’s critical reassess-
ment of Husserl’s Zeitobjekt: “My time is always the time of others. Cinema reveals 
this cinemato-graphically”.18 Time-based objects of analogue recording automatically 
upset Husserl’s suggested relation between primary retention (the now and the just-
past now) and secondary memory (referring to the remembrance of the melody just 
heard), which motivates Stiegler’s notion of “tertiary memory” to which the actual 
products of any recording belong. Filmic inscription provides artificial memories to 
our imagination and perception. Souvenirs of past events are given to us, but they are 
fabricated as recorded tertiary memory and often unmemorable on a personal and 
subjective level. These virtual memories become reinforced as visual inscriptions of 
the past by the realistic force of photographic images. Cinema, Stiegler contends, is 
a “technology of memory”.19 

In documentary cinema, material traces tend to be presented as proof of things 
having happened, but the indexical quality of photographs, film images, and recorded 
sound already enhance the uncanny impact of the trace as a “disarrangement express-
ing itself”.20 Even in the most reflexive film narrative, where the claims to truth and 
objectivity associated with documentary are questioned and mocked, aspects of cam-
era inscription and framing devices tend to invoke the vestige as both passage and 
mark, a compelling presence of absence. In film, inevitably, the trace doubles into “a 
trace of a trace”, an affective sign-effect depending on a chosen set of aesthetic strate-
gies and the realization of a rhythmic whole, a cinematic time-space. If imagination 
also operates beyond text and language in our example of cinematic imagination, or 
imagination through cinematic animation, how may audiovisual historiography align 
with what Ricoeur and his readers refer to as “the synthetic activity of ‘retracing’”, 
the methods and documents with which to “schematize the traces as a reinscription 
of lived time”?21 

Traces of traces in Natureza morta
Just as a painted still life transforms the depicted object while ascribing new meanings 
to it, the compiled images in Natureza morta have been reframed and loaded with an 
expressive function beyond mere representation. The opening sequence of the film 
consists of black and white 16 mm footage shown in slow motion with a score that 
mimics natural sounds, presumably that of a cricket or some other insect. This effect 
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blends with the background noise of a projector. A tiny monkey walks on its hind 
legs towards the welcoming, open arms of a man. Thus, a symbolic sound-image of 
anticipated terror, once a trace of the past and a moment pregnant with a future that 
already happened. The temporal status of the photographic image, referred to by Ro-
land Barthes as un pur ça a été and by Susan Sontag’s “neat slice of time”,22 here shifts 
into the contingency of the punctum: “He is dead and he is going to die …” (Fig. 3).23

The introducing sequence ends with a black frame, accompanied by the sudden 
beat and reverberating echo as of a closing door. The title of the film appears in white 
letters. A dry, electronic sound combines with a brief textual account of the histo-
ry of Portuguese fascism (1926–1974) that escalated under Salazar’s dictatorship 
(1932–1970), overlapping with the terror and transnational trauma of the colonial 
war (1961–1974). The captions in white letters are followed by a black frame and, as 
the disharmonic sound slightly intensifies, the first snapshot from the PIDE police 
archive gradually appears: a photograph of a young woman in her mid-twenties, her 
fierce look into the camera pierces the screen while at the same time representing 
the materiality of the photograph. De Sousa Dias deliberately chose to reframe the 
photograph with a splice leaving out one third of the woman’s face, something that 
at once demystifies the trace and enhances the grim quality of the police archive, the 
image object, and the violent history to which it refers. Four photographs demar-
cated by black frames follow in a similar display. Now, the splices and material feel 
of the archival object are still apparent but less pronounced. Each photograph slowly 
appears to linger on in full view for at least a minute. To the sudden sound effect of 
a heavy door slammed shut, the final image in this series of photographs fades into a 
new black frame. The following film sequence represents a grenade exploding in the 
bushes. The event is rendered in extreme slow motion, such that the actuality of the 
filmed event transforms into abstraction and a symbolic image of historical time. 

In Natureza morta, “narrative imagination” is realized beyond any means of verbal 
narration, but is effected in the workings of compilation, montage, and sound. The 
interval between images and film fragments materializes in the use of black frames as 
if the archival fragments have been enacted together with the blank of their evasive 
historical context. As a result, the trace is at once activated as an archival vestige and 
as an uncompromising indication of the blank, the void, and the missing picture.24 

The reference to the colonial past is especially striking in the three, related se-
quences of Natureza morta in which racism and exoticism crystallize into the motif 
of colonizer and colonized. The previous sequences interrelate thematically by show-
ing Portuguese soldiers or excited crowds greeting Salazar. The masses perform the 
co-ordinated gesture of raised arms, a lingering scene that de Sousa Dias enhances 
through repetition and slow motion, first to the sound of a ticking clock and then   



Fig. 3. Monkey. Natureza morta (Susana 
de Sousa Dias, 2005); Fig. 4. African 
women. Natureza morta (Susana de Sousa 
Dias, 2005); Fig. 5 (right). Portuguese 
women. Natureza morta (Susana de Sousa 
Dias, 2005); Fig. 6. Colonial soldiers. Natu-
reza morta (Susana de Sousa Dias, 2005). 
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to the grinding projector noise combined with the muted sound of innumerable in-
sect wings. The following sequences show native African groups from the Portuguese 
colonies. A frontal shot of parading women, the camera transfixed in a typical eth-
nographic view to centre on young, female bodies (Fig. 4). As the women proceed in 
slow motion, the inaudible laughter and excited cheering of the white audience be-
come a ghastly pantomime accompanied by António de Sousa Dias’s low but creaky 
soundtrack. Closer views of the Portuguese crowd watching the parade illuminate 
the excitement aroused by this exotic spectacle, the asymmetrical relation between 
the audience and the African groups (Fig. 5). In the next sequence, Black soldiers in 
white navy uniforms appear, smiling and waving the Portuguese flag (Fig. 6). A re-
peated view shows a cheering white crowd, happily laughing and reacting to the ex-
traordinary spectacle off frame. Another film fragment, shot at some distance, frames 
native warriors dancing in high jumps to inaudible drumbeats, their pride and fierce 
expression reduced to comic effect by the white onlookers who, laughing wildly, try 
to mimic their gestures. By the end of this colonial episode, the minimalist score is 
suddenly pierced by one distinct drumbeat, some poignant grinding noise, a distinct 
“pling”, and, finally, the leitmotif sound effect of a door being shut. 
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In relating the phenomenology of the trace to Natureza morta we have to acknowl-
edge its literal sense as an imprint made by a violent attack or accidentally traced by 
somebody, as well as the intrinsic trace-status of the compiled film sequences. Both 
dimensions coincide in our relation to the constructed nature of history, and in the 
idea of cinema as a technology of memory. When Barthes comments on the punctum 
effect at work in the photograph of Lewis Payne sentenced to death, the effect is obvi-
ously as dependent on Barthes’ own imagination and contextual knowledge as on the 
photo-trace per se. He hints at the unique life story beyond the image, dramatizing 
the spectacular event of death beyond the frame: “He is dead and he is going to die”.25 
The paradoxical signification of the future of the past is also suggested in de Sousa 
Dias’s compilation: the trace of the trace indicates an attentive gaze, an attentive act 
of listening to the implied voices and nuances of the depicted motif. Imagination 
through cinematic animation seems to be a crucial process for the enacted sound-im-
age to perform as a telling presence of absence. Camera lucida was indeed dedicated 
to Jean-Paul Sartre’s L’imaginaire, and, as Barthes emphasized, for the punctum to 
actually affect the viewer, “there must be something with which to animate this piece 
of paper”. That is, the trace as sign-effect depends on context, on extra-textual know-
ledge. Sound effects, duration and slow motion accomplish the twisted cinematic ver-
sion of the punctum in Natureza morta: This has been, this will happen again.

Sonic traces and telling moments of silence in 48 
48 opens with a black frame and a preface almost identical to that of Natureza morta, 
providing a brief background to the 48 years in question and with an additional note 
on the especially cruel colonial section of the PIDE/DGS. In Angola, Guinea Bis-
sau, and Mozambique the torture of political prisoners took on an entirely different 
magnitude compared to the already intolerable images invoked by the Portuguese 
testimonies. In addition to the cruelty of mass incarcerations and the many prisoners 
who were killed or died of illness or starvation, the photographic record of African 
prisoners was deliberately destroyed by the PIDE by the end of the colonial war.

The opening sound of 48 is a woman sniffling in a lingering black frame. A photo-
graph of a young woman framed in profile (Fig. 7) slowly materializes out of the dark 
to the sound of someone breathing and sighing delicately, the rustling of clothing and 
a more pronounced sigh. The elderly lady’s Portuguese voice rings out to comment 
hesitantly on this archival record of her younger self: 
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I remember … That’s at PIDE headquarters when I was arrested in ’49. It was all those 
years … And there were all the difficulties the police imposed in defence of our dignity. 
I was only tortured by beating … after the first visit from my sister. This was the only 
time that they hit me. Actually, the torture was morale [sic], the arguments they used, 
the gestures … And so on.26

This image of Georgette Ferreira lingers on throughout most of her recorded testi-
mony.27 The individual voice has been edited to include every moment of hesitation, 
every sonic nuance of her embodied memory work. The following image shows an-
other PIDE photograph of the same woman, but this time a frontal shot (Fig. 8). A 
fierce look into the camera, her curly hair in place and dressed in a neat cardigan with 
a small ribbon, the political prisoner uses her only means of resistance: she looks back 
with anger and contempt at the police, and her older self concludes, “I thought about 
remaking my life … But no … It did not work out”.

Consistent with a salient theme of image and trauma in documentary cinema, the 
poetic enactment of testimony in 48 depends on the conveyed presence of speaking 
bodies and on sounding moments of silence. It is a struggle to remember, but per-
haps a relief to address an attentive listener. The constraints of looking back, of being 
confronted with a vector for memory work – in this case the PIDE snapshots – gains 
credibility through conveyed gestures of emotional struggle. The time-space assigned 

Figs. 7 & 8. Georgette Ferreira in profile and facing the camera. 48 (Susana de Sousa Dias, 2005).
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to each testimonial fragment depends on these extra-discursive articulations when 
speech is halted, when the filmed body is at the centre of the cinematic record, or 
when hesitation and pauses convey their own sonic traces. Cinematic silence is a rath-
er overlooked feature in scholarly work on filmed testimony, although its dependence 
on edited sound relates to brilliant analyses in classical film theory and sound theory. 
Béla Balázs noted: “Silence too, is an acoustic effect, but only where sounds can be 
heard. The presentation of silence is one of the most specific dramatic effects of the 
sound film.”.28 Michel Chion would later assert that “silence is never a neutral empti-
ness” and that it is always “the product of a contrast”.29 

Filmed testimony, silence and speaking bodies
Roland Barthes refers to speech as the theatrical and unpredictable other of the writ-
ten word, freed from the former’s “tactical” feature. The written word introduces “a 
new image-repertoire, that of ‘thought’”.30 In our encounter with documentary film 
and media, the experience of first-person testimony, framed confessions, and memory 
work present us with an “aesthetics of ambiguity” where the logics of Barthes’ binary 
is shaken or even ruled out.31 

It goes without saying that the expressive possibilities of montage and narration 
in cinema often claim an “image-repertoire” similar to that of the written word. Still, 
the moment a camera starts filming, speech doubles into both a performative act and 
a recorded event. The speaking subject becomes the subject of a cinematic gesture, 
and the performance in the presence of a camera is something different than a face-
to-face encounter. 

Here, the inevitable ethical problems relating to the filmed testimony could be 
set in dialogue with the ethics of Lévinas’ trace, and the related responsibility that 
Ricoeur ascribes to narration. Different from the tupos, the imprint, the trace has 
to be separated from the material “constructed on the basis of being-affected by an 
event, becoming its witness after-the-fact through narration”.32 Ricoeur’s critique of 
relativism and exemplification of “abuses of memory” and “falsification” does not 
contradict his recognition of the enacted testimony, a celebration of imagination and 
the power of poetics to bring forth insights in historical experience:

We must not forget that everything starts, not from the archives, but from testimony, 
and that, whatever may be our lack of confidence in principle in such testimony, we 
have nothing better than testimony, in the final analysis, to assure ourselves that some-
thing did happen in the past, which someone attests having witnessed in person, and 
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that the principal, and at times our only, recourse, when we lack other types of docu-
mentation, remains the confrontation among testimonies.33

In 48, the editing of voice asserts the drama of personal recollection while replac-
ing the scene/seen with the actual subject of the interview, the photograph of the 
interviewee as a political prisoner. Instead of centring on the actual account and 
contextualization of individual statements, de Sousa Dias chose to depart from the 
nuances of stasis and change in each of the recorded voices: “from very early on in 
the process of developing the film, I abandoned the texts with the transcripts of the 
interviews, to instead focus on the live testimonies, on hearing the discourse and the 
words”.34 In this respect, 48 stands as the cinematic other of, for example, Svetlana 
Alexievich’s book Voices from Chernobyl (1997), which is at once a poetic enactment 
of transcribed interviews and a historical document of the 1986 nuclear catastrophe, 
based on more than 100 interviews. The author’s aim was to collect testimonies, to 
edit and rewrite these into a polyphonic record of this environmental disaster and on-
going tragedy that was famously silenced and downplayed by the Soviet authorities. 
In the process, her project would have the effect of also encouraging memory work in 
a present charged by continuous suffering and loss. Alexievich’s political and poetic 
project aligns with that of de Sousa Dias. Still, what in filmed testimony is crucial 
for a compelling scene of recollection is here reduced to the three dots interlinking 
many of the sentences that the author kept from the original transcripts: the telling 
moment of silence when body language replaces words, and when discourse is halted 
by emotion or the inability to remember.

The “complex set of relations between the visible and the invisible, the said and 
the unsaid” is immanent in the testimonial act, but has always been key to the ethi-
cal and affective concerns of framed testimonies in documentary.35 The example of 
48 adds to the predominant discourse on filmed testimony by highlighting the em-
bodied time-space of recollection. As a possible audiovisual vector for memory work, 
the film presents fragments of life stories where the past is invoked as in conflict with 
the present, rather than a history to be narrated and remembered at a safe distance. 
In some of the scenes, the spatiality of the unseen kitchen or living room where the 
conversation with de Sousa Dias was recorded materialize with a creaking chair or 
distant sounds entering from the outside, a car passing, footsteps. Each individual 
voice is given its own time-space where sonic nuances crystallize. Just as duration was 
added to the filmed photographs, attention is here paid to the vocal signs parallel to 
the discourse: groans, intonation, and the different ways of breathing. De Sousa Dias 
refers to Giorgio Agamben when asserting that, “listening to a person in the act of 
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speaking, understanding their voice as gesture, emerges as a political dimension that 
escapes the technical-instrumental use of language and, simultaneously, cinematic 
conventions”.36 This becomes pivotal for the passage of the film where de Sousa Dias 
had to enact the missing picture of torture overlapping with colonial violence; a pas-
sage that thematically corresponds with her symbolic enactment of the colonial past 
as cultural oblivion in Portugal and beyond.

Missing pictures, sonic memories, 
and reverberations of lived time 

A final example from 48 will further illuminate the ethico-political strategies of docu-
mentary art where the classical triad of trace, memory, and imagination is indeed at 
work but, also conceptualized to provide aesthetic knowledge about material traces, 
archival politics, and the relational aspects of selected and dramatized testimony. Al-
though marginalized in this film, the related colonial history is represented by two 
stark voices. These sequences become literally and symbolically loaded by the impact 
of the missing picture: the colonial subjects were even deprived of their PIDE record. 
Instead, the two testimonies have been edited together with a computer-generated 
black background and thematically related 16 mm footage shot by a Portuguese sol-
dier during the war somewhere in Guinea Bissau. 

The black frame and the distant sound of heavy traffic anticipate the testimony by 
Amós Mahanjane. With a deep breath, his gentle voice rings out to the missing im-
age: “I was young, very young when I first went to prison”. He recalls the round shape 
and healthy expression of himself, and the joyful discovery of his first facial hairs, “It’s 
growing, my beard is growing!” He pauses briefly and then goes on to confirm how 
the PIDE was “a total terror”, more frightening than the Portuguese army since they 
hired native people to infiltrate and act as informants, and to arrest political prison-
ers. Amós describes how they were first identified and had their picture taken by the 
police, “… but everything disappears”. Demonstrating the horrific morning sound of 
the guard’s keys, his testimony transforms into a sonic trace, an imaginary re-enact-
ment that resonates in the denied vision of the black frame: “Cachaca, chaca, chaca 
… Well, that launched total panic. He made the noise on purpose and all the while 
singing: ‘Eihaa, eihaa’ … [Amós Mahanjane inhales loudly] Incredible. A terror”.37 

There is a narrative arc to this testimony, such that the auditory interval of each 
statement is marked, although there is an almost seamless conjunction between the 
computer-generated black frame and the following film sequence of an actual noc-
turnal landscape. Amós’s voice conveys the hardship of facing traumatic memories 
as he tells of intolerable scenes at the Machava prison. His voice shivers and weakens 
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with fatigue at the description of torture and sexual harassment. At this point, the 
pauses that halt his speech become longer: moments of an audible and pained silence. 
Sonic memory dominates as Amós recalls the grim details of an especially cruel whim: 
a nail was hammered into the fellow prisoner’s head: “Toc, toc, toc”. After an exten-
sive pause and a shivering breath, he further describes the everyday terror of electric 
shocks and the efficiency of the prison guards in keeping the inmates in constant 
hunger. By the end of his testimony, the missing picture is once more invoked with 
the closing words: “When I left, I had a full beard, but a broken, deformed face …”.

Halfway through the first speech, the image appears slightly reframed to show the 
dark content of the 16 mm footage and “the white border of the projection window. 
The nocturnal landscape is inscribed over this white border, sporadically scanned by 
a surveillance light projector […]”.38

Figs. 9 & 10. Missing image for Amós Ma-
hanjane and Matias Mboa. 48  
(Susana de Sousa Dias, 2005). 
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The second African-Portuguese testimony, by Matias Mboa, is anticipated by a 
slight lightening of the image to show more of the filmed landscape: the post of a 
fence, a tree branch, the shape of bushes and grass appear out of the mere darkness 
(Figs. 9–10) to the jungle sound of cicadas. The added natural sound enhances the ma-
teriality of the original footage, its torn, partly destroyed fabric. The man sounds very 
tired, as if the utterance of each word requires great efforts. He recalls that PIDE took 
photographs, but he does not “remember anybody having found a photo of those dif-
ficult times”. There is a longer pause, then he says quietly: “They died of everything. 
Sickness … In a place where there are thousands of people …”.39 Again, sonic traces 
are poignant in the mnemonic images conveyed by the verbal account: “Screams … 
Dilacerating … People wailing because of the torture. Screams from people tumbling 
… You would hear it all. This man bidding his farewell … These are the sounds that 
mark you.” Aspects of phrasing and repetition, the tone and timbre of voice, direct 
our engagement with the unbearable content of the recorded testimony. Attentive 
listening is called for by the aesthetics at hand, which in turn depends on a method 
of carefully sounding these echoes of actual events, historical trauma, and missing 
pictures. Although we hear only fragments of a conversation, these are recollections 
propelled by mutual trust and the presence of a listener. 

Pensive images and the imperative of 
telling alternatively

Acording to de Sousa Dias, her montage in temporal depth strives at the realization of 
“pensive images”.40 She borrows the expression from Jacques Rancière, who describes 
a produced effect on the viewer in the encounter with an artwork, an effect that is 
never reducible to a given object, meaning a signification beyond discursive inten-
tionality.41 Typically, Rancière builds on Barthes’ account of the proposed move-
ment from studium to punctum, as discussed with reference to ‘Lewis Payne’, the 
1865 photograph depicting a young prisoner awaiting his death sentence. He returns 
the gaze of the camera without any apparent emotion about his guilt or imminent 
death. Rancière brackets the immediacy of the punctum, to account for “the photo-
graph’s pensiveness” in terms of an “aesthetic indeterminacy”. The image addresses 
us simultaneously as a social image of a “condemned man and the image of a young 
man characterized by a rather nonchalant curiosity”.42 

The highlighted contradiction (beyond the obvious phenomenology of the trace) 
and the tension behind “pensiveness”, ascribed to several modes of representation op-
erating at once, speaks to the compelling screen event of 48. The “pensive image” ap-
plies to the montage in temporal depth and, perhaps most notably, to the enactment 
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of cultural oblivion. In the scenes standing in for the missing images of torture and 
colonial violence, the voices, silences, and erased PIDE record may be said to result in 
a “figure of aesthetic indeterminacy”. Still, it is thanks to this complex sound-image 
that two anonymous testimonies so forcefully animate the trace and give voice to a 
memory work of the present. Cultural oblivion is both commented on and dissolves 
as the trauma of prison life and torture in the colonies is conveyed through a vivid 
and painful fragment of lived time.43

In contrast to Barthes’ and Rancière’s photograph, duration is the poignant tem-
poral mode of the “pensive image” in documentary art. In this context, the “pensive 
image” is brought to the fore by cinematic animation, and it provides a charted time-
space for attentive listening and contemplation. Voice and words add to and infuse 
this pensive image by deliberately drawing attention to life stories beyond the film. 
Similarly, the compiled and orchestrated footage in Natureza morta has been slowed 
down and reshaped into symbolic images of events that haunt the present, as much 
as they recall a bracketed past in Portuguese history. 

My reflection on audiovisual historiography was made in dialogue with Natureza 
morta and 48, with a reassessment of Ricoeur’s notion of “narrative imagination”, to 
address the material and aesthetic strategies applied in a cinematic project to bridge 
between the present and the past. I argue for the possibility of a re-inscription of lived 
time in moving images, a process that can be traced beyond discursive intentionality. 
The alternative knowledge provided by audiovisual historiography depends on the 
formal complexity, here illuminated by de Sousa Dias’s two films; the resistance to 
any simple conception of a story, and a mode of address that requires our attentive 
listening. The pensive image materializes in a mediated time-space, where silence can 
be heard and where imagination pairs with a critical moment of contemplation and 
recognition. In Natureza morta and 48, the transcultural wound of colonial violence 
and dictatorship also materialize in a poignant figure of cultural oblivion. There is no 
authoritative voice, no historical discourse in this film. But there is an imperative to 
engage in a process of recollection and critical reassessment. 

Audiovisual historiography may engage spectators in collaborative efforts of 
memory work. In the work of de Sousa Dias, the enactment of the trace emerges 
with a critical power to build a disturbing screen where we, as viewers, become aware 
of the ambivalent status of the film image as archival record, of how the meaning of 
audiovisual content changes over time. Natureza morta and 48 illuminate the ethico-
political function of cinematic imagination, to “put memories before our eyes”, but 
these are fabricated sound-images and in the poetics of montage the compilation re-
sult in a reverberation of a conflicted past.
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