
 
 
 

 
SILENT MOVIE AND SELECTED SCREENINGS 
CHRIS MARKER 
 
Paperback, 16 pages 
 
Extracts from the book, by: 
Dom Rotheroe 
Craigie Horsfield 
Catherine and Andrew Brighton 
 
 
  
 
 



 2 

 
 
 
FROM: DOM ROTHROE 
 
TO: CHRIS MARKER 
 
SUBJECT: RE: SANS SOLEIL AND EMUS 
 
 
I'm still thinking about your image of happiness of those three backlit kids 
walking down a road in Iceland in 1965, the one you couldn't find any images 
to link with. 
- You wrote: One day I'll have to put it all alone at the beginning of a film with 
a long 
- piece of black leader. If they don't see the happiness in the picture, at least 
they'll see the 
- black. 
 
I know how important connections are for you and I think you were right - 
linking the image with others couldn't be done within the linearity of film and it 
was best left to the imagination finding itself in the black. But in memory's 
juggling of time and space it can be done and there I find so many images you 
put elsewhere that link with that happiness. 
 
Your most famous one came from many years earlier. But it's been too talked 
about, that eye-opening definition of movement, cinema and life in La Jetée, 
the complement to Bunuel's eye-slicing in Un Chien Andalou - two images 
from the beginning and end of cinema. 
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- You wrote: Only one film has been capable of portraying impossible 
memory, insane 
- memory - Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo. In the spiral of the titles I see time 
covering a field, 
- ever wider, that moved away - a cyclone whose present moment contains, 
motionless, the 
- eye. 
 
But it's the chain of details in between the opening and closing of eyes that 
interest me most, the banalities you track 'with the relentlessness of a bounty 
hunter' and gather together in Sans Soleil. A dog lying by the surf on a sandy 
beach. Sei Shonagon's list of Things Not Worth Doing or Things That Quicken 
The Heart. A hand on the rail of a ferry. A white-socked cat padding over 
volcanic ash. A Japanese widower who plunges into work, then kills himself 
because he can't bear hearing the word 'spring'. A ceremony for the repose of 
broken dolls. A young African woman trying not to look, but then looking at the 
camera for 1/24th of a second. And an emu on the Ile-de-France. 
 
> You wrote: In the nineteenth century mankind came to terms with space and 
the great question of the twentieth is the coexistence of different concepts of 
time. 
- By the way, did you know there are emus on the Ile-de-France? 
- In the Bijago Islands it's the young girls who choose their fiancés. 
- In the suburbs of Tokyo there is a temple consecrated to cats... 
 
The emu is especially important to me, the most banal detail of all, a recurring 
thought without real links in a film which links everything. It's the exception 
which gilds the rule and its seeming superfluousness in your travels through 
time and space says more to me about memory than, dare I say it, the whole 
of your beloved Vertigo. 
 
The emu, for me, is at the centre of it all, a symbol at the heart of the webs 
you propose, which, like memory (and, you guessed it, life), find the links 
between everything. It's these connections across time and space I value 
most in what you do, whether it's between the influence of an eleventh century 
Japanese lady-in-waiting and nuclear power politics or a child witnessing the 
death of his future time-travelling self at Orly. 
 
At a time when the global village is lounging into the global living room and 
when the television you call 'the memory box' is resisting ever more in the UK 
any links to that beyond both these shores and the present, feeding cheaply 
and voraciously on the lives of its telegenic viewers and voyeurising the 
voyeurs - I've begun to associate you with another image of yours. Just as 
you linked the struggles of the active Left with the culling of wolves from a 
helicopter in Grin Without A Cat, I'm starting to see you as one of those 
wolves. You may not be fleeing and they're not really shooting, but the 
tranquilisation darts are in the air. Unfortunately they're no longer coming from 
an obvious Right, but a capitalised Left with no sense of irony or moral politics 
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and a real taste for ratings. The wolves are still running, but one day they may 
get exhausted and the images on the memory box will become completely 
amnesiac. 
 
By the way, did you know that the St Helenians didn't receive television till 
four years ago? I wonder how their memories are starting to reorientate. 
Maybe in the way mine did when I watched Sans Soleil again after writing this 
- when I saw that at the end of the film you did find images to graft round the 
Icelandic children. It was something I'd forgotten, though I think I preferred my 
memory. And I also forgot that - 
 
- You wrote: Finally his language touches me because he talks to that part of 
us which 
- insists on drawing profiles on prison walls - a piece of chalk to follow the 
contours of what 
- is not or is on longer or is not yet, the handwriting each one of us will use to 
compose his 
- own list of Things That Quicken The Heart. In that moment poetry will be 
made by 
- everyone and there will be emus in the Zone. 
 
I'd forgotten that the emus were equally important to you. Which, I suppose, 
had made the poetry my own. So in the end I have to thank you - for 
connecting and communicating. For reminding me and helping make the 
world strange again. 
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This is a story of four films, although I suppose it is really about love. 
 
What made La Jetee so affecting when I saw it for the first time more than 30 
years ago was the exposition of its argument, a poetry, lyrical and profoundly 
romantic, transcending its means or perhaps, transforming them. The form of 
the filmed foto-roman is banal and is matched by the film¹s formula of comic 
book science fiction. The photographs have a nostalgic aura to them but 
outside of the film, separated from it and each other, no more than that. The 
structure is predictable, the montage of the ruined city, the speaking heads of 
the future are little more than the stock sets of a silent two-reeler. And yet its 
thesis is simple and overwhelming, that in the midst of the queasy shifting of 
the past and future in which we are without ground, the only place we may 
find, the being of ourself and others, even the world's existing, is in the 
present. And that we reach that present in relation, in the utter attention to 
another. The film's apotheosis is not on the pier at Orly, however mysterious 
and beautiful, however it may have echoed through my life these 30 years, but 
in the hours spent with the woman before the war came and with it the 
shadow world. 
 
This is the searching amidst displacement and separation of Marker's early 
films. It links the films that at first seem very different, Lettre de Siberie four or 
five years before La jetée, Le mystère Koumiko and Si j¹avais quatre 
dromedaries. As though trying to discover a place that feels like a far away 
land, at once intimate and unfamiliar. From the shifting film structure of 
testimony, of stories, glimpses of far off places there emerge, if only briefly, 
the face of a young girl, the sound of a voice, a glance, a gesture, a place and 
time so overflowingly full that it absorbs the whole world and ourselves. For a 
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moment that is no longer instantaneous but which has an impossible duration, 
we inhabit a present that is specific and whole. 
 
I don't know if Marker was aware of it, in a curious sense that innocence of the 
film making its 'culture', the habits and themes of its day allow this other to 
emerge. Marker regards some of these films as an embarrassment and it¹s 
true Lettre de Siberie is clumsy, politically naive and schematic and that Le 
mystère Koumiko may be little more than a diversion. But they connect with 
their time and ours in a way that Cuba Si! or Le joli mai, more fully realised, 
more conscious of history, do not, remaining documents, between the aura of 
the archive and nostalgic if sophisticated snapshots. 
 
La jetée traces with the simplest of means an idea of the present, of the self 
and other and love. Marker was reported to have said that he didn¹t know 
where it came from, that he believed that it was given to him. He began again 
to rewrite his own history in the late sixties and others will argue more 
persuasively than I can for the many other things he has made. However that 
may be, for a while Marker inhabited a world that sometimes seems very 
distant but its loss would be of a part of our present. 
 
I saw Max Ophuls' La Ronde on late night TV not so long ago and had the 
familiar and unwanted sensation of being lost. Not lost in the story, the 
narrative is simple and inevitable. (Maybe I should say that I was lost in 
myself.) It was a feeling not very different from the sense of disorientation, 
nausea, even terror that happens more often as I get older. It resembles the 
disorientation of being drunk or opiated, where everything shifts but the true 
fear is in not knowing the way back. It happens now on the edge of sleep, 
lying still, trying to cry out but knowing that there is no sound. 
 
Ophuls' world was as different for me when I first saw the film as the world of 
Schnitzler's story was for him. Another country he remembered from 
childhood, another world that lay beyond reach. How quickly the threads of 
meaning, of memory knot together, longing and separation, the sense of 
being elsewhere, of exile from the past, of memories which are your own and 
those which slide away from one and can never have been your own, too far 
away... too long ago. The faces you cannot be sure any longer that you 
recognise, the voices that you may never have heard. In La Ronde it was 
something as ephemeral as sensibility that triggered my disquiet. So distant 
and so strongly recognised behind it came flooding in a world tumultuous and 
cruel, exorbitant and joyful and a narrative, a story of a culture that flowed 
through and around it, Ophuls to Schnitzler to Proust... 
 
This is what film itself has flowed through in this century, it has been an epic 
that has acted as collective memory and a shared present. The separation, 
the sense of loss that Proust struggles against is not the separation from his 
past, a past he may never have inhabited, but from his present, a present 
from which we may almost always feel adrift. Marker, constantly rewriting his 
own history, struggles to find a place in the flux of a world in which the ruins 
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are no longer of the cities at its centre, whether Paris or Alphaville, but the 
fragments of culture and faith, ideology and belief that shift without ground. 
The detritus of a war that will not end in our lifetime. 
 
  
4th May, London 
 
Craigie Horsfield 
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THIS IS THE STORY 
 
CATHERINE AND ANDREW BRIGHTON 
 
This is the story of a man and a woman, marked by a film from their art 
student days. 
The extraordinary film that shook them, 
and whose layers of meaning they would grasp only years later, 
happened in a subterranean cinema 
the Academy, Oxford Street, London, 
sometime before the weight of byt bore down upon them. 
 
London, after college. They would go together to watch French films. 
On this particular day, the couple whose story we are telling were bound to 
remember the black and white still images and the voice in the darkness. 
 
Nothing sorts out memories from ordinary moments. 
Later on they do claim remembrance when they show their epiphanies. 
That film they had seen was to be one of the few films, 
that fed into the future. Had they really seen it? 
Or had they invented that moment to prop up the wasteland to come? 
Above ground, London, as most of the world, was habitable grinding common 
sense. 
Hollywood stood guard over an empire of banality. 
 
The couple were subjected to experiments, cinema without the tedium of 
thought glossed by the hubris of theory. 
This was the aim of the experiments: to send emissaries back to cinemas 
where great films had been shown and wipe out all reflection. 
But the human mind balked at the idea. Laughter and grief resist. 
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To wake up in central London as the couple they used to be. The shock would 
be too great. 
If they were able to conceive visual worlds, perhaps they could find their way 
back. 
The couple do not die, nor do they go mad. They suffer. 
Sometimes they recapture a day of happiness, though different. 
Real children. Real graves. 
On the tenth day, images begin to ooze, like confessions. 
Her books, words and images. His Blasphemies Ecstasies Cries, words and 
images. 
 
On the sixteenth day they are in Oxford Street. Empty. 
The cinema now a retailing opportunity. 
Underwear and sandwiches. 
Other images appear, merge, in that shop, which is perhaps that of their 
memory. 
Around them, only fabulous materials: glass, plastic, terry cloth. 
When they recover from their trance, Marks and Spencer has gone. 
The experimenters tighten their control. 
They send them back out on the trail. 
Time rolls back again, the moment returns. They are without memories, 
without plans. 
Time builds itself painlessly round them. 
Their only landmarks are moments they are living and the markings on the 
walls. 
After more, painful tries, they eventually caught some waves of the past. 
 
They were returned to Oxford Street. 
They knew their jailers would not spare them. They had been tools in their 
hands, Marks & Spencer had been used as bait, they had lived up to their 
expectations, they had played their part. 
Now they only waited to be liquidated with, somewhere inside them, the 
memory of a film. 
A film strong enough to put imagination back into motion 
Once again on the crowded pavement of Oxford Street, in the middle of the 
Sixties, they could see that they were the couple queuing outside the cinema 
that used to be there. 
They bought their tickets and went inside. 
And when they recognised the man who took their tickets as the man who had 
interrogated them, they understood 
That the moment they had been granted thirty five years ago, which had 
never ceased to obsess them, was the moment they first saw La Jettee. 
 
(By the habitual, conventional and rituals of everyday routine life, 
embourgeoisement. Mayakovsky in a last poem: This ship of love has 
shattered against the rock of everyday life.) 


