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Main objectives of the dissertation and the subject matter 

 

The basic aim of the dissertation „The Gypsy Body of Film” is to apply a 

methodology, which – besides the important intentions to deconstruct the Roma images of 

Hungarian film history – finds the elaboration of a scientifically grounded critical 

argumentation a necessary condition. The chosen aspect is based on the recognition that if we 

accept research as a social act, and the researcher is a member of the majority (so not of Roma 

origin), she/he must create an interpretational framework by using self-reflection continuously 

and consequently as a meta-language. 

This kind of method – although unusual in film historical researches – is determined by the 

chosen topic and its political meaning: the researcher’s „problem history” is an attempt to 

undermine this inherent discrepancy.  

All these considerations are rooted in postcolonial critical theory, which is one of the pillars 

of the deconstruction of power politics which determine representation. Edward Said indicates 

as an important result of new ways in „dealing with the East”, „to unlearn the inherent, 

dominant ways of being”. This influential intellectual movement of the past decades and its 

reinterpretations are present – among others – in the progressive conceptions of critical 

whiteness theories which are used in Hungary merely by young Roma researchers, so it 

operates with a so far marginal, unusual language. 

 

The novelty of the dissertation is the method of “anthropological interpretation of images”, 

which means considering the ontological features of film, but focusing on its use and 

perception. Furthermore it examines how and by what means make visual media the Roma 

members of our society „invisible”, while simultaneously using „Roma body” as a surface for 

projection to reach different goals. 

 

Taking all the above mentioned problems as a starting point, I argue that the medium of film 

is a „blurred genre” (Clifford Geertz), which constantly strives to hide the „the process of 

weaving power- and desire-webs” (i.e. the observer’s intentions). However, it is transmitted 

routinely as a reference to reality without any reflection (based on a consensus recreated again 

and again), especially in representations of social and political function. 

 

The leading path of the research became the observation of the researcher’s / filmmaker’s 

intention and its critical analysis, instead of categorizing the „Gypsy constructions” evolved in 
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the history of film. This approach aims to compensate the incompletion occurring in 

researches on similar subjects. 

 

The analysis of Roma representation cannot be imagined without interpreting its embedded 

character in social relations, but the typology of various configurations of stereotypical Roma 

images could easily „obscure” the researcher’s position, and so necessarily reproduce those 

power relations which played role in their creation. 

 

My analysis involves films made in four totally distant film historical periods (beginning of 

the century, the 40s, the 60s and the 70s). Among them there are works which reflect the era’s 

dominant discourses, and such, which aims to – in some sort – exceed or invalidate them. In 

order that I have to evoke the eras’ discursive practices in which „the Gypsy Otherness” was 

inscribed. Interweaving social-historical and formalistic(-historical) analysis, I try to reveal 

such factors, which enlighten the Roma images of film history, and at the same time, are able 

to modify the scientific results of Romani Studies through verifying the history of the Roma’s 

„invisibility” with the help of the medium of vision and observation. In the last chapter using 

contemporary film examples I search for formal devices that are able to make the viewer 

uncertain about his / her references of reality taken for granted, and make him / her aware of 

the fact that by missing to pose the right questions, he / she himself / herself constructs the 

socially dominant meaning of cultural differences. 

 

Thus my “problem history” is the exploration of how politically determined discursive forms 

and functions influenced the emergence of a – from the perspective of a given social or film 

historical period – radically new and strongly influential style or a certain genre. My goal is 

not to question the author’s originality, but only to prove: what seems to be a solid 

manifestation of subjective authorial attitude, is actually, and above all a newer version of 

using (or occasionally “misusing”) a power tool. By neglecting this, the consequence might be 

that a visual „trace” (worth of a document) can become part of cultural memory without 

taking the medium’s discursive function into consideration. The interpretational framework is 

built on the results of multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary researches (the critical theory of 

postcolonialism, visual anthropology and documentary film theory) that combine the 

considerations of social-, visual-, and media theories, or create intersections in overlapping 

areas. 

 



 4 

Outlining the applied method and the structure of the dissertation 

 

I have done a „deep surface drilling” style analysis through the four periods of Hungarian film 

history that are perfectly suitable to demonstrate the interference between social history and 

the formal changes in film. This strongly selective and goal-orientated approach has a 

consequence that the corpus of the dissertation cannot be judged neither representative nor 

systematic. 

The approach of cultural studies (emphasised in the title) also refers to this. I intend to apply 

the efforts of contemporary Kulturwissenschaft that renounce the claim of universalism. My 

aim was to create a paradigm, in which the capillary vessels, which keep the great discursive 

motions alive, become palpable, locality and micro histories become visible and narrable. 

Although the four periods (and the epoch examined later) are in a chronological order, I am 

not interested in  how the varieties of Roma images came into being or altered during the 

history of film. It is more important to highlight, what kind of dominant discursive practices 

existed in a given era, and how these influenced the form of these images. In this way we can 

imagine the periods as surfaces layered on each other, into which – as the term itself expresses 

– I do some „deep drilling”. 

And I do so from above: that’s what the last chapter of the dissertation is about. Our 

contemporary media environment generated all the questions, which drive me to do the 

research (and choose the method of cultural studies). The strong presence of memory 

research, micro history, and media archaeology not just in scientific discourses, but also in 

contemporary culture, makes this approach unavoidable. 

Those characteristics of new media and contemporary filmmaking that dissolve the traditional 

barriers of genres and make reflection an indispensable element of representation, and the 

appraisement of cultural spaces’ role (and of the power politics ruling them) are all factors, 

which endow the plurality and diversity of our cultural norms with extraordinary significance. 

From this point of view, the examination of Roma images is not only of political importance. 

The mixing of fictional and documentaristic forms became a central question also in 

anthropological film theories, not accidentally. So the sensibility towards this question 

appeared also in a discipline whose relationship with film – already at an early stage, at 

modernity’s dawn – had a special “attraction” to the visual, first of all to the technical image. 

Proportion of fiction and reality (and the valid form in the relation of the two as Gábor Bódy 

put it) is a key question in the research of Roma images, because it covers the problem of the 

model / motive (expanding Arthur C. Danto’s terms used in his image theories). 
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In most of the films the Gypsy models are visible (as fiction, as a character, as a construction), 

but the Gypsy motives, „the observed life worlds” remain invisible (as documents). Each era 

creates such types of discourse (considering film, it can be a formal or genric device) which 

can be used to make itself „blurred” and hide the way of construction; I examine these in the 

various chapters by also mapping the social historical background connected to Gypsies and 

analysing some discursive practices. 

 
The first historical chapter focuses on a “reconstructed newsreel”: The life of traveller Gypsies 

– The Dános murderers (Projectograph, 1908). When it was made, the relation of film and 

reality, thus definition of film genres was of course totally different (partly that make this film 

interesting). According to its descriptions the newsreel (probably using ethnographic photos 

as patterns) was constructed from life pictures, topes of folk plays and photos of the accused 

and finally sentenced criminals. To map the dominant discursive practices and their relation to 

visuality enables us to reveal crucial connections, and reflects the radically changing term of 

authenticity from several angles. 

 

The next chapter contains the analysis of a melodrama made in the forties: László Kalmár’s 

Pista Dankó (1941). The story of the talented and famous Gypsy musician built of false 

biographical dates is constructed in order to serve the social expectations of the period and 

genric rules. Thus I can analyse the melodramatic genric features embedded in those social 

practices that make the Gypsy musician/artist topes projected on the traumas of changes in 

social hierarchy function. 

 

The importance of the films (and their impact) made in the sixties, seventies is undeniable, but 

among them there are even more crucial ones: fiction films and documentaries directed by the 

same author. The ouvre of Sándor Sára is relevant because of its modernist formal attempts 

but also because his films fulfil a crucial role in our cultural memory. Gypsies (1962) and  

A stone thrown up (1968) are the subject of the third chapter. This period is not just a film 

historical but a social historical turning point. The power politics and the (scientific and 

artistic) discursive positions have remained dominant and influential in many ways. 

 

I have chosen – from the many interesting documentaristic feature films – of the seventies 

Gyuri Cséplő (1978) made by Pál Schiffer. The main reason is partly the importance of the 

discovery and formulation of fictional documentarism in a unique way, but also the relation of 
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this new approach to the author’s previous documentaries (Black Train, 1971, Houses at the 

edge of the village, 1972, What are the Gypsy children doing? 1973). While revealing the 

social dynamics of the period I focus on the role and effect of “sociological thinking”. 

 

Each film (and the analyzed discursive practices) create a different relation between models 

and motives, and hardly ever involves an attempt to reveal its own constructional methods by 

means of self-reflection.  

 

After the change of system, especially in the years of transition the number of Roma related 

films increased, but not just quantitative growing characterizes that period, approaches also 

vary significantly. And yet, their patterns have not changed: if “the deep surface drillings” of 

the previous chapters are successful and function, we can easily identify the discursive 

practices of the turn of the century, the war years, but more frequently that of the Kádár-era.  

 

There are more and more attempts in documentaries, fiction films and new media that reflect 

in a sophisticated way to their own “blurred nature”. They fulfil a turn that can be interpreted 

as a social act, showing the way they construct Gypsy image: they deconstruct. A selection of 

these attempts contains film examples that let us observe instead of the functioning (for me 

not easily identifiable) discursive practices of our social and cultural environment those that 

reflect to them. This selection is placed in a mosaic-like structure, and is not suitable for 

process analysis. I also attempt to weave into this line of thought works of Roma directors 

whose films verify: they begin to find their “topics”. 

 

“The Gypsy body of film” in my dissertation means on one hand the film corpus I defined for 

analysis. On the other hand, it refers to the culture sociological, anthropological interpretation 

of the body, that is the representational surface of the social, political and power relations 

mentioned above. And last but not least it indicates the corporeal nature of film image: it 

refers to the sensual experiences transmitted by the medium. 

 

In my approach I make an attempt to represent a Foucaultian position. Following that a 

crucial requirement is “ while analysing cultural/aesthetical practices to take into account the 

social dynamics of the space around the subject” (Michael Renov). Similarly to these 

progressive theories of textuality I focus on the processes of composition, function and effect. 
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Consequently, in my dissertation I examine the observational eye with a movie camera, trying 

to reveal, how in certain political, social circumstances the power factors of the meetings 

between researcher/observed, filmmaker/represented are inscribed textually, and how the 

medium of film itself functions in this relation. I attempt to work out methods of 

deconstruction which show us new ways of mainly empirical researches. I also argue, that 

paralelly with (Roma) image analyses or even instead, the relations between the (“visually 

burdened”) reality references, the growing role of cultural spaces and the community events 

of screenings should be examined. 

 

Results 

 

1. One of the main results of the dissertation is its contribution to the historical 

monograph of Csaba Dupcsik sociologist (Csaba Dupcsik: The history of the 

Hungarian Gypsies. History in the light of Romani studies. 1890-2008. Budapest: 

Osiris, 2009.) with resources that reveal power relations determining visual 

representation and thus can serve as a starting point for further research. 

2. Concerning its method, I find useful employing cultural studies “deep surface drilling-

like” research in motion picture analysis, and I hope, it can continue to enrich memory 

research, media archaeology, minority studies and other disciplines. 

3. In the conclusions I try to strongly argue for the importance of empirical (sociological, 

anthropological and the dynamically developing community studies) research that can 

well contribute to film historical studies.  

4. I managed to formulate such theoretical assumptions about images that in the epoch of 

radically changing new media can add the recognition of social, cultural features to the 

issues of fiction/documentary. 

5. And last, but not least I find crucial if not ceasing but undermining the discursive 

power position of a film researcher by lightening with the means of self-reflexion its 

questionable features.  

 

As a synthesis of all these results, employing anthropological interpretation discursive fields 

can be created, on which the deconstruction of existing practices of Romani studies, Roma 

image making and – performance. It would hopefully enable us to formulate such film 

memory that is ruled by not only the requirements of recycling but unlearning images. 
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