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Part 4  Photography 

Assignment 4 

 

La Jetée: the story of a man marked by an image of his childhood 

 

In this essay I investigate how Chris Marker’s 

seminal 1962 film, La Jetée, uses still photography 

to tell a post-apocalyptic story of time travel. I also 

examine the themes of time and place, memory 

and death. (For reference a plot synopsis is 

included below.) 

Chris Marker (French 1921-2012) was a photographer, filmmaker, poet, writer and 

multimedia artist. He was drawn to transitional societies; as he put it "life in the 

process of becoming history". His creative use of sound, images and text in his 

political documentaries made him a most inventive film-maker. As a pioneer of the 

essay film, a mix of documentary and personal reflection, he travelled extensively 

amassing an extraordinary range of footage. 

La Jetée stands apart both as his most highly 

regarded work and as his only fiction film. It takes 

the form of a 27-minute movie using still images to 

tell the story of a post-nuclear war experiment in 

time travel. But this is no slideshow; La Jetée is a 

radical, enigmatic film that uses deceptively simple 

production techniques to pursue themes of time, 

place, memory, perception and death. It is a disturbing tale that confounds the 

viewer by connecting past, present and future in an infinite storytelling loop.  

Marker was an elusive character who rarely gave interviews or provided insight into 

his aims. As a result there is little material in the artist’s own words to help to 

interpret his work. Writing for The Guardian in 2014 Joanna Hogg described him as 

“a phantom, an escape artist, a shapeshifter”. Although born in Paris as Christian-

François Bouche-Villeneuve he would tell friends he was from Mongolia. He 

adopted many pseudonyms. 

The Whitechapel Gallery’s 2014 exhibition Chris Marker: A Grin Without a Cat gives 

some indication of the topics that absorbed him, both in the title (he loved cats) and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-apocalyptic_science_fiction
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in the show’s themes:  museums, travel, film, revolution and war. This show included 

a previously unseen alternative to La Jetée’s opening scene using film footage.   

Time, place, memory 

The film is centred around time travel and memory 

(real or imagined). It starts with a scene from the 

protagonist’s childhood watching planes on the 

Pier (La Jetée) at Orly Airport where he sees a 

woman whose image will haunt him. There is a 

commotion, he sees a man die.  

The film moves rapidly forward to a dystopian present; Paris destroyed by a World 

War III nuclear bomb. In an underground bunker, the now adult protagonist’s jailers 

“exploit a loophole in time” to “call the past and future to the rescue of the present”. 

Using drugs they send him back in time to a utopian, perhaps imaginary past where 

he finds the woman whose image he has carried in his mind. They visit many places 

including a museum full of stuffed animals fixed forever in time. 

The few occurrences of direct voices are significant. We catch some whispered 

German spoken by the jailers which translates to: “Half of him is here and half is in 

the past.” 

Death and perceptions of reality 

There is a short sequence of film when the 

sleeping woman opens her eyes. This gives an 

illusion of vitality but the narrator tells us elsewhere 

that “In this world he knows she is dead”. “Has he 

made it up or is he dreaming?” The narrator 

questions the man’s perceptions of reality (and 

ours).  

The jailers send the man into the future and he returns with a power pack that will 

regenerate his world. But the jailers plan to kill him so the people from the future 

offer him refuge; instead he chooses to return to his past and the woman, 

The man returns to The Pier and spots the woman but immediately realises that his 

childhood self must be present too. This is the film’s apotheosis, the shocking 

moment when he realises he has stepped backwards in time to his own death as 

witnessed by him in his childhood.  

Context and technique 

1962, the year La Jetée was made, was tense with a cold war between the Soviet 

Bloc and the United States and its European allies, as well as the Cuban Missile 

Crisis which drove nations close to full scale nuclear war. 
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Marker described his film as a ‘photo roman’ (a photo novel). It is a black and white 

hybrid between stills and film with a soundtrack including narration in French and 

English. 

The appearance of movement is created by zooming in and out of the static 

photographs (particularly the planes; the explosion and the bombed city). Realistic 

sound effects (roaring aeroplanes and a resounding bomb blast) strengthen this 

illusion.   

The use of dissolves, fade ins and fade outs from one still to the next move the 

viewer forward in time with sound and visuals beautifully synchronised. Film buffs 

consider the pace and rhythm of the film to be its finest attribute. In my view Marker’s 

use of still photography, which I suggest is a choice and not a matter of financial 

necessity (as the film’s Wikipedia entry states), creates what we might term a slow 

film, allowing us time to feel the emotion and reverberation of each image.  

The man is chosen by his jailers for the time travel experiments because of the 

strong mental images he holds. I believe it is no coincidence that Marker chose to tell 

a story about images using images. 

La Jetée has influenced many other movies, including James Cameron’s 

Terminator and Terry Gilliam’s Hollywood ‘remake’ of Twelve Monkeys (1995). 

In this essay I have examined the techniques Marker employed and discussed how 

he used still photographs to create a finely paced, rhythmic film that revolves around 

the protagonist’s strong mental images.  Additionally, I’ve explored how La Jetée 

challenges our perceptions of time, questions the reliability of memory and reminds 

us of the inevitability of death in a story that starts and ends at the same place and 

time creating an eternal storytelling loop. 

 

(998 words) 
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Film synopsis 

The film opens with the protagonist as a boy watching the planes on the Pier (La Jetée) at 

Orly airport. He catches sight of a woman and retains this vision. There is a commotion and 

he sees the death of a man. Paris is destroyed by a World War III nuclear bomb. In a post-

apocalyptic environment, “victors stood guard over a kingdom of rats”. Scientists experiment 

on prisoners in underground bunkers to “exploit a loophole in time”. Now a grown man the 

protagonist is chosen, because of his strong mental images of the past, to take part in drug 

induced time travel "to call past and future to the rescue of the present". With much physical 

suffering he journeys many times into the past and enjoys encounters with the woman he saw 

on the pier. The scientists send him into the future and he returns with a power pack sufficient 

to regenerate his own world. His jailers plan to execute him but the people of the future offer 

to bring him to their world. He asks to go back to the past to be with the woman. He is 

returned to the Pier at Orly and is about to go to her when he sees one of his jailers and 

realises that as a child he witnessed his own death. 

 

My experience of Part 4 Photography 

This part of the course was mentally stimulating. It prompted me to question why I 

take photographs, ask what will become of them in future, how we will manage a 

flood of material, and consider the value of my family archive. I found research into 

‘road trip’ documentary photography fascinating as it opened my eyes to beauty in 

the banal. I will remember Mick Epstein’s American Power for the strength and 

breadth of its message and also for its subtlety; it has the ability to engage the 

viewer and provoke thought. 

https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/498-chris-marker-memory-s-apostle
http://chrismarker.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2012/jul/30/chris-marker
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/apr/15/thrilling-prophetic-chris-marker-experimental-films
https://www.shortoftheweek.com/2012/07/30/la-jetee/
http://www.whitechapelgallery.org/exhibitions/chris-marker-a-grin-without-a-cat/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Jet%C3%A9e
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While I do not have plans to pursue photography with the OCA, appreciation of the 

subject is important to me. I am a sometimes avid amateur photographer and find 

the eye of the camera a useful tool to support my creative work in painting and 

drawing. I used some of the practical exercises suggested in Part 4 as an 

opportunity to review my past photography and also went out and shot some new 

material. I particularly enjoyed the grid of photographic images exercise, which got a 

good response when I put it on Facebook. I’m certain I’ll have a go at this again and I 

might take the approach forward into my printmaking.  

I feel that my studies were slightly disjointed through this part of the course because 

of the Christmas break and associated distractions but fortunately I’m still on 

schedule. My aim is to complete Part 4 by end of March so if I can continue the 

momentum I should achieve that. I’m pleased that I found time, despite distractions, 

to continue my personal practice. In January I joined a printmaking class in 

Colchester and I’m finding working with an aspirational, like-minded group very 

rewarding and a counterbalance to the sometimes lonely OCA experience. It’s giving 

me the opportunity to learn new techniques  and return to some of my earlier OCA 

work and reinterpret it.  

My assignment essay on Chris Marker’s film La Jetée was for me the most 

challenging so far. I found it difficult to articulate and refine my message and also 

struggled to get a balance between examining the film’s themes and the use of 

photography. As a result I feel it doesn’t flow well and is a bit choppy. On reflection, it 

was perhaps the lack of significant material in the author’s own word (interviews, 

personal statements etc) that caused some of my difficulty. Without this I found it 

hard to find a confident voice. There were plenty of moments when I wondered 

whether I should abandon the topic and write about Andy Goldsworthy’s land art 

instead but perhaps I would have found that equally complex on deeper examination. 

In any case, I’m pleased I persevered. This is definitely not my best assignment 

essay but I do believe I came away with insight into the film and its historical 

significance. 

(482 words) 


