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Jean Vigo at work on L’Atalante, with Dita Parlo in the role of Juliette
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Clos ton oeil physique afin de voir d’abord ton tableau avec l’oeil de l’esprit.

Ensuite fais monter au jour ce que tu as vu dans la nuit.

Caspar David Friedrich, as quoted by André Breton.1


Foreword

It is over twenty years since I wrote this BFI Film Classic and the extraordinary quality of L’Atalante has not dimmed at all, eighty years since it was made; rather the opposite. The film remains a ciné-poem of luminous strangeness and poignant tenderness, constantly surprising as it moves fluidly between humour and bleakness, uncouthness and grace. Jean Vigo was able to inspire every one of the cast to give an unforgettable performance – Michel Simon as an Old Man of the Sea, Gilles Margaritis as the caddish and irresistible pedlar, Louis Lefebvre as the cabin boy, awkward in his limbs yet old beyond his years, and of course the lovers, whose shifting emotions Vigo captures with such sensitivity. Dita Parlo glows with gentle, mischievous eroticism, emitting radiance as if she were a light source in herself; Jean Dasté changes from joy to despair, as he conveys the urgency of his passion and the catatonic intensity of his loss. Vigo bound these brilliant tours de force into a compelling drama that has not lost its fascination; if anything it has gained in power for me because so few films made in recent decades have come close to its combination of delicacy and strength. It was still among the top fifty films in the 2012 Sight & Sound poll, in spite of the competition growing so much more numerous, and its influence persists: for example, the Pepper’s Ghost apparition of Kate Moss at the end of Alexander McQueen’s runway show which stunned the audience is a straight steal from – a direct tribute to – Jean’s meltingly ecstatic vision of Juliette in the water.

A documentary about Vigo, made by Jacques Rozier in l964, wasn’t available to me when I wrote the essay; it’s included with the most recent restoration of the film (2001), and provides a wonderfully lively and rich account of Vigo as a friend and as an artist; the interviewees were all part of ‘la bande à Vigo’, the exceptionally tight-knit team who worked with him throughout his short life, from his loyal producer Jacques Nounez, to Charles Goldblatt, the writer of the sparkling patter song with which the roguish pedlar enthrals Juliette. As Vigo’s friends reminisce, their affection and admiration for him beams out from the screen; words like ‘tender’, ‘cruel’, ‘madcap’, ‘rebellious’ and ‘tough’ keep recurring. Vigo was ‘très rieur’ – always laughing – and a ‘grand farceur’ – a big prankster; his taste tended to the ‘saugrenu’ – variously translated as zany, or grotesque. He always asked a great deal of his team, and everyone gave it unconditionally: for example, the canal was frozen when Dasté dives into it to find Juliette in the water. But Vigo also knew how to let people be: Michel Simon declares vehemently how he hates doing a scene twice, as the ‘second time is a lie’. He remembers how Vigo understood that and did not press him.

Their tributes reveal how Vigo loved to unleash his performers into unscripted and playful invention, no matter how wild: the climactic pillow fight of Zéro de conduite and much of the dialogue of L’Atalante, especially in the scenes with le père Jules, were improvised. The result is a freshness, a sense of unforced sincerity in his films, as Vigo fuses the techniques of vérité documentary, which he had brought to his short films (À propos de Nice and Taris: roi de l’eau) with an auteur cinema of personal, lyric poetry and drama.
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On location in the village for the opening wedding sequence: Jean Vigo (far right) striding next to Boris Kaufman



A crucial part of Vigo’s brilliance lay in his gift for surrounding himself with talent, and the cinematographer Boris Kaufman is key to the unity of vision in L’Atalante. The restoration of 2001 brings out aspects that had faded from the version on videotape which I was working with in the l990s, and my essay doesn’t give the cinematography its due. Vigo and Kaufman’s camera is everywhere; it’s an omniscient and ubiquitous witness, finding unexpected apertures to move through, pulling focus right into a dissolve into the back of the characters’ heads, lying under Jean as he crawls towards Juliette like a cat, watching over the couple’s bunk and, in one of the most yearning sequences, hanging above the young lovers and intercutting between them as they lie in different beds, dreaming of each other and spangled with the same pattern of light and shade from the glass pane in the door. The camera doesn’t inhabit any of the characters’ sightlines or inner processes, but roves with a mind of its own, possessed of something close to Vigo’s anarchic spirit of rebellion, and accompanied by Maurice Jaubert’s score, its effervescent partner in the technical dance of sound and image. Unimpeded by the constraints of the tight location, the camera travels through the interiors of the barge with extraordinary agility, up and down the companionways, into the galley and the cabins at such close quarters that we, the viewers, are caught up in the story’s intimacies: we can smell the dirty laundry, the warm clean towel, le père Jules’s cabin stuffed with bric-a-brac and crawling with cats and their kittens. The movements of the camera also respond to the travelling of the barge to produce one marvellously fluid sequence after another: for example, the lyrical shot of Juliette in her wedding dress walking up the barge against its direction of travel, or chronicling people high on the banks as L’Atalante passes by. The angles, often from above or from below, add greatly to the physicality of the vessel in which the drama is taking place: it is sometimes an ominous hulk looming above the camera, at other times, skulking low beneath the quayside, dwarfed against the stark industrial edgelands stretching to the horizon. The images give the barge an independent dramatic personality, ranging from cosiness to menace.

L’Atalante begins when a young girl leaves farmland for life on a canal barge: a transition from pastoral to urban, captured unforgettably in the abstract shapes of the conical hayricks behind the couple as they leave her village, and the vision of the cabin boy wreathed in old man’s beard. Behind and beneath the love story, the film unfolds a near-documentary chronicle about labourers and industry on the waterways of northern France in the Depression: on land, a world of work – and worklessness – is made visible in magnificently framed and composed sequences. The most recent, restored print brings out the sumptuous gradations of black and silver, greys and whites of Kaufman’s consummate lighting. Under Vigo’s direction, Kaufman used every difficulty of circumstance – fog, steam, rain, snow, night and day, gas lamps and sunshine – to add to the poetic and emotional texture. The shoot was relentless, everyone reports, and Kaufman was always falling asleep from sheer exhaustion. But the whole crew was ‘intoxicated by the scenery of the canals’, remarks one witness in another documentary, Les Voyages de L’Atalante, made in 2001 by Eisenschitz, who gives an absorbing history of the long and troubled afterlife of L’Atalante from the first mangling it received in l934 until 1990 when the BFI restored it; Eisenschitz himself worked on the 2000 version, introducing some differences in the editing. I am not expert enough to comment on the variants and decisions made by editors over the decades, and here and there – the shot of Jean licking a block of ice on the quayside – the editing still does not seem entirely sure.

Not long before Kaufman and Vigo worked together on À propos de Nice (1930), Kaufman had made Les Halles centrale (1927), about the historic central market of Paris, celebrated for its porters and traders. The visual language of L’Atalante is also shaped by Russian revolutionary aesthetics about modernity, cities and working men and women. It conveys their relations to their surroundings in formal constructivist compositions: derricks, chimneys, cranes, gantries and pylons, silhouetted, sombrely lit or drifting with mist, tower over men and women, who are often crushed in scale by contrast. At the start, Juliette finds life on the barge involves a daily grind and no fun, but as the film develops, the vessel gradually becomes a sanctuary and a promise of escape, as the last, aerial shot of a vast empty tract of water into which it is ascending communicates so eloquently.

This socialist political consciousness, pulsing underneath the sensitive romance of the film, was shared by everyone in Vigo’s band of friends working with him on the film. When I wrote the essay all those years ago, I deliberately kept back, until the very end, the devastating story of his childhood, of his parents’ anarchist activities, their pacifism, and his father’s repeated jail sentences, and his death in prison, probably murdered. I did not want the tragedy of Vigo’s life to provide the dominant lens through which we
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