


Four smiling fi gures appear on screen, a jaunty tune begins to play. A 
pupilless eye emerges from a grainy, grey animation. It blinks, slowly, 
and the word “Radharc” pours out like a tear. 

A solemn voice warns: But I’d advise everybody… young girls and old... 
to keep off  the quays and keep away from what they’re doing cause it’s 
going to get them nowhere; they think it is but it’s not. 

OPEN PORT!



The voice crackles interstitially between the hiss and spit of white
noise.

Open Port is a 1968 documentary produced by the Irish television 
documentary series Radharc (Irish for view or panorama). The film unit 
was staffed exclusively with Catholic priests with the core aim to 
promote Catholic values. Using hidden cameras, the film showed girls 
going on to ships on the Cork docks and featured chilling interviews 
with a couple of girls who had relationships with sailors. What is 
haunting is not what the girls described per se, but rather the ways 
in which they were presented to the camera. The identity of the girls 
was kept anonymous through what can only be described as an uncanny 
instance of shadow theatre; silhouetted figures interviewed behind a 
translucent screen. Bursting through a world of illusion as static and 
one-dimensional icons, the two subjects float in a flat white sea. The 
girls become so endowed with facelessness that they take on an abyssal 
quality as cast aways banished to a dark netherworld. 

Armed with the invisible power of prayer, Radharc aimed to control 
and prohibit sex work on the docks. The film is an eerie metaphor 
for how Ireland has viewed female sexuality throughout history. This 
documentary prompted such a furore at the time that it never even 
made it on air, and so, Open Port has sat in the archive, gathering 
a mythic quality for 55 years. The film certainly does perform the 
function of myth, emptying any substance of reality to the point of 
creating a metaphysical absence. It is still banned from being shown 
publicly. In fact, there is an official embargo on Open Port – as one 
of the women interviewed now wishes to remain completely anonymous. 
There is a painful poeticism in the notion of an embargo. An embargo 
is, of course, an official ban on something, but it is equally an order 
of state forbidding foreign ships to enter or any ships to leave its 
ports. It is as if a disturbing moment in reality has haemorrhaged, 
forging an aperture or lack for this story to nestle into, tucked away 
from perception.



They’re going to end up with diseases and everything, and some things they 
can’t cope with, and they’ll go a bit crazy in the head, continues the 
first solemn voice. As she speaks, a moth, attracted to the light, lands 
on the screen beside her silhouette. Her dusty, prosthetic companion 
takes on a surreal quality. After fevered speculations as to where this 
creature might come from, it suddenly becomes clear; the port is the 
threshold, and as the title proclaims, it is wide open.

•

Well, you know what they say, the port chaplain priest smirks, if your 
right eye scandalises, you gouge it out and throw it away, for it is 
better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole being 
to be thrown into hell. To the clergy, this was a disease invading 
society and if it were to so much as brush itself against you, it would 
be safer to perform a self-enucleation than to let this evil manifest 
in your body. What could be more terrifying to the powers that be, 
than these defiled hysterical bodies emerging from a wound that the 
establishment had so long been trying to close up? They represented 
the unknowable impurity, the total collapse of borders – the threat of 
anarchy. 

The port is thus the chrysalis from which this myth emerges. It is the 
aperture that could swallow them up, swallow them whole. Myth swims 
around the film, it carries the silhouetted figures away bodily into the 
salty waters of the sea. They’re all in the waves; under them, between 
them, over them. Buoyant, dim shapes. And with one raptured glance back 
towards the port and then up towards the sky, they become the wind. 
Unravelling and withering with their incomplete speech, a language that 
could never speak for them. Instead, they consummate a voiceless choir, 
a gale force wind, gushing through the hole of every lifebuoy stationed 
along the marina - 





O
 

they sing

trying in vain to claim a voice, to swallow a sound so that they might 
emit a song. But it falls silent, consumed by the swirling void.



And yet,

discretely

under crashing, oil-permeated waves, 

a glimmering substance pours out of that lack. 

The port is open, 
and we are on the brink of abyss. 




