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Where were my sisters? Do we not count when the talk 
turns to racism? Is it okay to be racist towards us, but 
not the others? What else can I infer from our con-
stant negation, our being written off in regards to the 
women’s movement? Our being discounted and made 
invisible at every turning? I think I may look over my 
should to see if my shadow follows. Or else, I may not 
exist, except in my own imaginings.27

translated by Timothy Williams

27 Quoted from: Caitlin Howell, “The Impact of Colonization,” op. cit. 
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Ce n’est pas une film africain. C’est un film rouchien. 
C’est-a-dire un film qui n’est ni noir ni blanc.
– anonymous remark on Jean Rouch’s Petit à petit

Jean Rouch n’a pas volé son titre de carte de visite: 
chargé de recherche au Musée de l’Home. Existe-il 
une plus belle définition de cinéaste.
– Jean-Luis Godard

 
Finding the proper approach to an ethnographic film, 
a work of anthropology, can be difficult. This is true not 
only in Poland, but it may be particularly true in Poland. 
This area in filmmaking, though represented by some 
accomplished directors in Poland, such as Jacek Olędz-
ki, Piotr Szacki and Andrzej Różycki, among many oth-
ers, never turned into a strongly active, widely discussed, 
thoroughly typical branch of Polish anthropology. The 
festivals of ethnographic films that took place in Łódź for 
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over a decade disappeared, no doubt for financial reasons, 
as well. This is a real shame, because it seems that film, 
itself an intermediate space, between materiality and 
non-materiality, for instance, lends itself splendidly to 
creating, studying and contemplating a space of encoun-
ter with the Other. The transgressive and metaphorical 
potential of film and movies has been wonderfully exhib-
ited in such films as Woody Allen’s Purple Rose of Cairo or 
Wojciech Marczewski’s excellent Ucieczka z kina Wolność. 

Notions of “savage” fears of the camera and taking pic-
tures have passed into the realm of shop-worn stereo-
types; some other theories are worth considering. Peter 
Brook observed that his camera became a kind of natural 
passport during his “theatrical” journey through Africa – 
it often functioned as an excuse that justified his presence 
there. Earlier on, we find similar admissions from Jean 
Rouch. Some of his remarks go even further than that, 
however. The film camera was, for him, not merely an ex-
cuse that justified the filmmaker’s presence. Rouch shift-
ed the emphasis to the metaphorical possibility of moving 
into the sphere of the Other’s reality, a different reality, of 
knowing it and participating in it. Among his assertions, 
we run across statements that can be interpreted as at-
tempts to create a certain intermediary space, a shared 
space of encounter, sometimes called (also in ethnolo-
gy, for example in the work of Homi Bhabha) “the third 
space.” Rouch created and propagated a model of anthro-
pology based on cooperation and collaboration – l’anthro-
pologie partagée, shared anthropology. 



46

CzasKultury/English 3-4/2005

Let us begin from the beginning, then. Asked by Lucien 
Taylor about his “totemic ancestors,” the masters and 
ideas that shaped him, Rouch mentions first and foremost 
the influence of surrealism, which developed decisively in 
Paris during the late director’s childhood and youth (he 
died in 2004). At the age of fifteen, he read Breton’s Sur-
realist Manifestoes and Nadja, works of Bataille, Leiris’s 
L’Âge d’homme, Surrealist poems (from which we find quo-
tations in his films) and was fascinated by the painting 
of Salvador Dali, Magritte and De Chirico. One source of 
his knowledge on the subject was the specific Surrealist 
publication, Documents, which had quickly replaced an-
other – Minotaure. These journals attempted to bridge the 
dichotomous gap in our culture between the categories 
of science and art, joining and combining documentary 
photographs with paintings, essays with poetry. Their ap-
proach was thus based on combination rather than divi-
sion, geared toward stimulating the imagination and cre-
ating a shared space for reflection on the human being, 
whom research cannot capture without drastically reduc-
ing to one model. It was precisely in the journal Minotaure 
that Rouch was able to see for the first time the masks of 
the Dogon, a tribe to whom he would later devote much 
attention and a series of films.

During the war, Rouch went to Niger, where as an engi-
neer he was occupied with building roads and bridges. 
At that time, he had only one work of anthropology with 
him: Michel Leiris’s L’Afrique fantôme, a singular journal 
of the famous French research expedition known as the 
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Dakar-Dijibouti Mission (1931–1933) across Africa. Its 
members included ethnologists as well as people from the 
art world – at that time, in fact, those divisions were often 
relatively flexible, as is clear from the example of Leiris 
himself; the scientific field of ethnology was just begin-
ning to take shape. L’Afrique fantôme is a peculiar kind of 
report, an attempt at a zero-degree description of the ex-
perience of the journey. Leiris grapples not only with the 
difficult task of describing a foreign culture, but also with 
that of finding a way to touch on the truth of his experi-
ence in his reportage, revealing both it and himself in the 
face of that encounter. How is it possible to keep a journal 
that gives a true and faithful account of experience, that 
does not take the form of distancing the author from it in-
tellectually? “To be in the facts like a child. That is where 
I would like to go.” The attempted encounter entails emo-
tional and physical commitment. Leiris actively partici-
pates in, among other things, a rite of sacrifice, going so 
far as to taste the sacrificial blood of the animal. James 
Clifford, in an essay full of acclaim for the French eth-
nologist, used a somewhat ironic image to represent this 
work of joining faithful description with authentic experi-
ence: “His head is smeared with butter, and – as required 
by ritual – the dead animal’s entrails are coiled around 
his brow. He does not, however, interrupt his note tak-
ing.” This unusual document of wrestling (coping) with 
external and internal truth, with how to present it, is cer-
tainly one of the first such profound examples of reflexive 
anthropology. It was no doubt an important text for the 
formation of the Rouch approach to ethnography as well. 

Sławomir Sikora, Jean Rouch: the Creative Combination of Opposites
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Not long after he first arrived in Africa, Rouch witnessed 
the rite of possession. Friends of his and friendly contacts 
among Blacks made it possible for him to do so. At the 
same time, he reached the decision that only film would 
allow him to “enter into” the phenomenon, that it offered 
an attempt at understanding the substance of the ritual. 
“When for the first time I observed the rite of possession, 
I stood before something I could not understand. For the 
first time in my life I saw a dialogue between human be-
ings and spirits. I thought of the ‘possession’ experiments 
of Breton and Éluard. And from the very beginning I said, 
‘There is only one way to study this – by making a film.’” 
He sent the photographic material he had gathered and 
a description of the ritual to Marcel Griaul (later Rouch’s 
advisor when he wrote his doctoral thesis), who received 
them with intense gratitude. Griaul’s interest was shared 
by Germaine Dieterlen (a specialist in the study of the 
Dogon). A few years later, Rouch shot the footage that al-
lowed him to make Les maîtres fous (1955), undoubtedly 
his most controversial film, but also one of his most cel-
ebrated. It shows the rite of possession, during which the 
participants, dancing members of the Hauka sect, are in-
habited by spirits. The members of the sect travel to the 
place where the ritual is performed from distant places, 
sometimes neighbouring countries. 
 
During the first closed screening of the film at the Musée 
de l’Homme in 1955, the audience included a small group 
of Africans as well as several ethnologists. The reaction 
to the film was almost unanimously negative. Griaule 
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himself called it a farce and suggested it be destroyed, 
while the Africans are said to have condemned it as racist 
(which, it goes without saying, was anything but Rouch’s 
intention). Only Luc de Heusch spoke in the film’s defense. 
There are, it is true, many disturbing shots in the film, 
capable of arousing shock. The possessed dance, foaming 
at the mouth. During the rite, a dog is slaughtered and 
boiled, and the possessed take pieces of meat from the 
boiling pot with their bare hands, managing not to get 
scathed; neither are they hurt by the flames from a torch.

The film cannot be taken at face value. It represents not 
an objective recording of reality, but rather an attempt to 
penetrate deeper into that reality, an attempt whose pur-
pose is to wrest the viewer from his lethargy, his comfort, 
immersed in a coherent and comprehensible world. Its 
juxtapositions of images also seek to influence the view-
er outside of the sphere of language. It is language that 
renders our vision of the world coherent, as verbalization 
serves understanding – the creation of coherent systems 
smoothes over the sharp contours of our world. But lan-
guage can also act “against itself”: that is the function of 
Rouch’s commentary which was added to the soundtrack 
later. As Jeannette DeBouzek observes, it mixes various 
registers: fluently shifting from reporting what we are 
seeing to translation of the “voices” of particular charac-
ters we see, to a detailed metacommentary. Paul Stoller 
draws intriguing connections between Les maîtres fous 
and Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty. Rouch’s film, 
like Artaud’s Theatre, is supposed to have the power to 

Sławomir Sikora, Jean Rouch: the Creative Combination of Opposites
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transform the spectator. Rouch further aims to direct and 
even force Europeans to engage in reflection on their cul-
ture and history, taking the next step down a path desig-
nated long ago by Montaigne:

“If Montaigne set a precedent for French humanism,” 
writes Michele Richman, “it is because his Essais record 
the first self-reflexive mapping of the modern self, an in-
ner voyage whose confrontation with the demonic dual-
isms of Western consciousness – body and soul, self ver-
sus other, intellect over sensibility, contemplation against 
action and male versus female – were no less formidable 
than the encounter with the mythic monsters awaiting 
explorers who trespassed the geographical boundaries of 
the sixteenth century. The parallel is not purely rhetori-
cal. For the innovation of the author of ‘Des Cannibales’ 
is to have tied the discovery of the modern subject to the 
exploration of a New World that would irrevocably decen-
tre the Old. Comparison with cultural others was neither 
invidious nor simply praiseworthy of difference: it was the 
catalyst for self-scrutiny and reappraisal of the relation of 
self to society through the standards of an other.”

As Rouch noted in a later commentary, the film’s title, Les 
maîtres fous, is itself highly ambiguous and multivalent. It 
can mean both “the crazy wise men” and “crazed lords”– 
in the second case it would refer, of course, to the colonial 
authorities. Rouch observes that the rite of possession ex-
perienced by the members of the sect had a clearly politi-
cal function, operating as a safety valve (Rouch would lat-
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er distance himself from this interpretation and its claims 
regarding the highly compensatory nature of the rite). El-
ements of the dancing possessed sect members’ costumes 
imitate the parade uniforms of the British army. In one of 
the “surreal scenes” presenting the governor in imaginary 
form, eggs are beaten, an image juxtaposed with a shot 
of the colonial armed forces on parade. The governor 
“speaks through” the mouth, covered in foam, of a black 
man, while another black man portrays his wife. Rouch 
underscores how the sacrifice of the dog was itself a new 
cultural phenomenon and was closely related to the fact 
that the British do not eat dogs. That aspect of the sacri-
fice was thus another element in a symbolic political act 
of revolt, transgression, and victory over the colonizers. 

Some critics believe that the (unjust) accusation of rac-
ism led Rouch to begin experimenting with a genre he 
called ethnofiction or sometimes science-fiction. Rouch 
feels a need to address reality through provocation, an ap-
proach we may understand as inherited from Griaule, who 
declared that the anthropologist should provoke his sub-
jects in order to elicit truth from them. It should be noted 
that French anthropology places considerably greater em-
phasis on participation, as opposed to mere observation, 
than its British counterpart. (We may note here a possible 
analogy, I would argue, to the difference between Amer-
ican direct cinema and French cinéma verité, of which 
Rouch was in fact one of the founders). Rouch’s idea of an-
thropology as a collaborative process was strongly tied to 
the fact that for him, the anthropological project (in this 

Sławomir Sikora, Jean Rouch: the Creative Combination of Opposites
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case making a film, which seems ideally suited to such an 
enterprise) was based on working together with the proj-
ect’s “objects of study,” which, obviously, served to ren-
der them subjects. When Rouch showed his earlier films 
to African audiences, he asked them for comments on his 
work. (This approach had earlier been taken by Robert 
Flaherty when he made Nanook of the North in 1922). Be-
ginning in the 1950s, Africans became conscious partici-
pants, “actors” in and co-creators of Rouch’s films. In the 
late 1950s, he recorded the footage for several important 
films, some of which were not edited and released until 
a considerably later date. One of those was Jaguar (1954–
1967), the title of which, according to Oliver Thalén, was 
inspired by the automobile brand, phenomenally popular 
in Africa and elsewhere. The idea for the film – a jour-
ney by three young African migrant workers to a city on 
the Gold Coast – was credited to Damouré Ziki, Rouch’s 
collaborator from the time when he worked on engineer-
ing construction projects, and an assistant on earlier film 
projects as well. The three young protagonists, Lam, Illo 
and Damouré, played themselves. The entire film was 
improvised, but at the same time these young men were 
following the trajectory of real-life migrant workers. Such 
a migration was not only a way to earn money, but also 
a kind of initiation that raised young men’s status in their 
village and made them into real men. Rouch enlisted Ou-
marou Ganda, a seasonal worker in Abidjan, to help him 
edit the film. Ganda played himself in Rouch’s next film 
(edited earlier). Moi, un noir (1957) is the first film in which 
a black man speaks to the camera about his life, direct-
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ly and at length. In both of the films mentioned, besides 
real (dramatized) life we see dramatized fantasies: in one, 
for example, Damouré travels in an open convertible, like 
many African national leaders, receiving ovations from 
the crowd, while Robinson (Oumarou Ganda) is victori-
ous in a boxing match. Paul Stoller calls Jaguar “Triste 
Tropiques, African style”: it is an initiation story about 
a journey to another world and other peoples. Stoller also 
points, however, to some interesting differences between 
the two. When we read Tristes Tropiques, we expect Lévi-
Strauss to return from his journey with deep insight into 
the Brazilian culture. “But do we expect the same”—at 
the start—“for three young Nigerians from Ayoru [...]?” 
Stoller asks. Jaguar undermines our accustomed prejudic-
es and stereotypes about Africa, and the young travellers 
encounter their own others, whose customs also astonish 
them and awaken them toward reflection. They are peo-
ple, with the same range of feelings and experiences as 
we ourselves. Soon thereafter, Rouch would take a step 
further and make one of the first examples (at least in 
film) of ethnology à rebours. The making of Jaguar II, that 
is, Petit à petit (1969), a film, in which Lam and Damouré 
go to Europe to meet and study Parisians and their pe-
culiar customs (all for the purpose – quite ironically – of 
building a luxury hotel for them in Niamey). The film also 
caricatures such specific features of earlier (evolutionary) 
anthropology as, for example, anthropometric measure-
ments: Damouré approaches selected pedestrians on the 
street, asking their permission to measure their skulls, 
torsos, waists, and examining their mouths. 

Sławomir Sikora, Jean Rouch: the Creative Combination of Opposites



54

CzasKultury/English 3-4/2005

Rouch’s work defies the conventions that distinguish doc-
umentary and feature films. He has spoken openly of the 
fact: “For me, as an ethnographer and filmmaker, there 
is almost no difference between a documentary film and 
films of fiction. Cinema, the art of the double, involves 
from the start crossing over from the real world to an 
imagined world, and ethnography, the science of other 
systems of thought, is a constant movement from one 
world of concepts into another, an acrobatic gymnas-
tics, where the loss of balance is, relatively speaking, the 
smallest risk taken.” 

Rouch’s work thus testifies to his very early awareness of 
the role of imagination and fiction, an idea of which eth-
nological writing only became conscious in full force in 
the 1970s and 1980s, after writers such as Clifford Geertz 
drew attention to the element of fiction in ethnograph-
ic description (1973), and James Clifford underscored the 
allegoric character of such descriptions in his book bear-
ing the significant title Writing Culture (1986, Clifford was 
also co-publisher). 

Rouch and his work (and, in fact, the whole subcatego-
ry known as visual anthropology, to a great extent) are 
now neglected (both disregarded and forgotten) by gener-
al anthropologists. And it is a shame. There is increasing 
acknowledgement that this ignorance may be a result of 
the fact that the visual cannot easily be subdued, placed 
in a clear category (as was the practice of ethnography in 
the past) or a narrative form (as is the tendency of the 



55

new ethnography). This does not mean that the visual is 
an unimportant part of the human experience, or that 
a certain important aspect of reality is not lost when we 
ignore it. Rationality, verbal precision, and simplicity of 
style, smooth forms are not always necessarily proof that 
we speak truth. As Clifford Geertz wrote years ago, “there 
is nothing so coherent as a paranoid’s delusion or a swin-
dler’s story.” 

Rouch, in his search for a form (various forms) to convey 
content (a varied spectrum of contents), is said to have 
created the concept of ciné-trance, a state in which the 
camera and the camera operator were to enter a kind of 
trance similar to the one being filmed. In experimenting 
with various forms of commentary, he sometimes used 
improvisation, for example in Les maîtres fous. In a word, 
the point was to use experimentation to find a common 
area – an intermediate space. With that in mind, we 
might expand one assessment of the film Petit à petit – 
“It is not an African film. It is a Rouch film. That means 
a film which is neither ‘black’ nor ‘white’” – and apply it 
to Rouch’s entire oeuvre. 

translated by Timothy Williams
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