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La Trinchera Luminosa is set in the Peruvian prison of Canto Grande in 1989, where a large number of 
prisoners are former guerrillas of the Shining Path armed movement that continues in Peru despite the im-
prisonment of their leader Abimael Guzmán (known as Chairman Gonzalo). At Canto Grande, the Senderi-
stas had their own cellblock and dedicated every day to furthering their guerrilla education like an uncanny 
kindergarten, complete with a huge mural of Gonzalo surrounded by slogans. The film shows the daily 
lives of the prisoners. Brief moments of recreation alternate with marches, revolutionary songs, military, 
health and political indoctrination sessions, arguments about cleaning the bathrooms and its moral implica-
tions, political trials, and individual interviews with prisoners. 

The Shining Path was an extremist group (only superseded in violence by the Cambodian Khmer Rouge) 
that proposed taking power guided by the doctrine of the four swords (Marx, Lenin, Mao, Gonzalo). They 
justified political assassination, rejected any appeal to human rights as an arm of the bourgeoisie, and 
whose worst ideological enemy was the Chinese “revisionist” Deng Xiao-Ping. The Senderista militants 
lived in a world of “Gonzalo thought” and dedicated their lives and death to the Party. 

What the film shows (it’s a one-hour video shot in Hi-8) is an elaborate theatrical recreation of what oc-
curred in the prison. It’s apparent that it’s not trying to be a documentary: the uniforms are impeccable, the 
sets are too open to be from a prison with such a sinister reputation.However, seeing the film without the 
previous information leads us to think about what its nature is, who these women are, and where exactly 
is the lax border between documentary and fiction. In that sense, it’s a little like The Hamburg Lectures, an 
extraordinary film by Romuld Karmakar in which a German actor reproduces with relentless intensity the 
teachings of a fundamentalist Islamic cleric. Something similar is happening here: the spectator finds him-
self immersed in a world of political fanaticism without scorn or ridicule. This device is exactly the opposite 
of Michael Moore, but neither is it a propaganda film disguised as historical narration nor is it a journalistic 
description. Rather it’s a fertile cinematographic intervention, with its own energy and mystery that forms 
part of a novel genre, a kind of Brechtian theatre piece and essay film, but without commentary or reflec-
tions from director.

The initial lack of information (there’s only one title card that reads “Canto Grande Prison, 1989”) adds a 
lack of additional mystery and cinematographic relevance. The director Jim Finn is an American born in 
1968 who worked with a group of New Mexican women, most of whom are Navajo, to interpret the film. In 
one part, the women use the language of their Navajo ancestors as a substitute for the Quechua tongue 
of the majority of Senderistas. The idea contributes to the strange and disquieting effect of facsimile that 
the feature film represents. The shooting itself, with its own schedules and routines, is an odd echo of 
the military life of the guerrillas. The detachment and the commitment shown by the actresses while they 
speak their lines leads to the question of their own opinion about these issues. But it seems impossible to 
give a straight or definitive answer. Maybe because when cinema walks outside of its traditional paths, it is 
capable of asking the strangest questions about the world and revealing that we don’t know exactly what 
we see nor even who we are.


