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A FILM BY JEAN VIGO

presents 

In Jean Vigo’s hands, an unassuming tale of 
conjugal love becomes an achingly romantic 
reverie of desire and hope. Jean (Jean Dasté), 

a barge captain, marries Juliette (Dita Parlo), an 
innocent country girl, and the two climb aboard 
Jean’s boat, the L’Atalante—otherwise populated 
by an earthy first mate (Michel Simon) and a 
multitude of mangy cats—and embark on their new 
life together. Both a surprisingly erotic idyll and 
a clear-eyed meditation on love, L’Atalante, Vigo’s 
only feature-length work, is a film like no other.

ABOUT THE RESTORATION
L’Atalante was restored in 4K in 2017 by Gaumont—
in association with Cinémathèque française 
and The Film Foundation, and with the support 
of the Centre national du cinéma et de l’image 
animée (CNC)—at L’Immagine Ritrovata and 
L’Image Retrouvée laboratories from original 
first-generation nitrate prints preserved by BFI, 
Cineteca Italiana, and Cinémathèque française.



CAST
Jean  Jean Dasté 
Juliette  Dita Parlo  
Père Jules  Michel Simon 
Kid  Louis Lefebvre 
Showman  Gilles Margaritis 
Juliette’s mother  Fanny Clar
Raspoutine  Raphaël Diligent
Manager of the  
Waterways Company  Maurice Gilles

CREDITS
Director Jean Vigo
Screenplay  Jean Vigo 

Albert Riéra
Original scenario Jean Guinée
Music Maurice Jaubert
Photography  Boris Kaufman 

Louis Berger 
Jean-Paul Alphen

Editing Louis Chavance
A production by  Jacques-Louis Nounez

JEAN VIGO
Jean Vigo was born in Paris in 1905 to a pair of young anarchists—
Eugène Bonaventure de Vigo, who had taken the nom de guerre 
Miguel Almereyda, and Emily Cléro, who had recently left her 
family to be with Almereyda. A journalist who often harshly 
criticized the government, Almereyda was in and out of prison  
for a good portion of Vigo’s childhood. When Vigo was twelve,  
his father was found murdered in his cell, strangled by his  
own shoelaces. 

Vigo was then sent to boarding school under the name of Jean 
Salles to protect his identity. He had suffered health problems 
from a young age and not long after his graduation was diagnosed 

with tuberculosis. He fell in love with Elisabeth Lozinska, whom 
he affectionately called Lydou, at a sanatorium where they were 
both being treated for the disease, and they married in January 
1929. They settled in Nice, where Vigo worked as an assistant 
cameraman at Franco-Film studio. Eventually, Lydou’s father sent 
Vigo some money to buy his own camera, a secondhand Debrie 
Parvo, which Vigo would use to shoot his first film, À propos de 
Nice (1930), a documentary about the city where he lived.

He would go on to make two additional shorts, Taris (1931) and 
Zéro de conduite (1933), before filming his first and only feature, 
L’Atalante, at the age of twenty-eight.



 THE MAKING OF L’ATALANTE 
Preproduction

While Vigo was editing Zéro de conduite, his executive producer on 
that film, Jacques-Louis Nounez, approached him about making a 
feature. They began preliminary work on a prison film about French 
anarchist Eugène Dieudonné, whom Vigo’s father had famously 
defended in a 1913 newspaper article. However, after the banning 
and subsequent financial losses of the boarding-school satire Zéro, 
Nounez was compelled to find a more commercially viable project, 
eventually handing Vigo a script about “barge dwellers” called 
L’Atalante, by Jean Guinée. In the early 1930s, films and music 
romanticizing life on the water were highly popular in France.

Nounez set the film’s budget at 1 million francs (then a significant 
sum for an independent feature), and Gaumont agreed to provide 
studio facilities and distribute the film. Vigo filled key production 
roles with many frequent collaborators, including cinematographer 
Boris Kaufman and composer Maurice Jaubert. 

For the first and only time, Vigo worked with a number of 
professional actors. Michel Simon had recently starred in Jean 
Renoir’s Boudu Saved from Drowning (1932). Jean Dasté was also 
in Boudu (though he had worked before with Vigo, on Zéro de 
conduite), and Dita Parlo had taken on film roles across Europe and 
the United States.  

Production

Shooting was scheduled to begin during the summer of 1933 to 
take advantage of the weather but due to setbacks did not actually 
commence until November. The shoot—which took place partly in 
the studio and partly on location, the latter portions in particular 
exposing Vigo to harsh winter weather that made him ill—lasted 
four months. 

Despite the conditions, Vigo kept on. On set, he was even 
something of a perfectionist, often having the actors directly mimic 
him and insisting on multiple takes. But the weather continued to 
cause problems outside of Vigo’s bad health. “All of the missing 
exterior transition shots were left until the end so that they could 
be done at the same time,” writes Vigo biographer P. E. Salles 
Gomes. “But when the time came, there was so much snow that the 
only possible background was the sky, which explains the presence 
in the film of certain low-angled shots which do not seem to have 
any precise function.”

In February 1934, right after the bulk of the shooting had finished, 
Vigo took a vacation to try to convalesce, bringing a large group of 
family and friends along with him to the southeastern resort town 
of Villard-de-Lans. During the trip, his condition only worsened. By 
the time he returned to Paris, he had to take to bed.

Postproduction

While Vigo remained mostly bedridden, Kaufman completed the 
remaining aerial shots, and editor Louis Chavance finished the final 
cut by himself. 

The film was previewed to Gaumont and distributors in April 
1934 and was poorly received. After the screening, the studio took 
control of the film and attempted to reedit it into something more 
commercial, cutting the film’s run time to sixty-five minutes and 
changing the title to Le chaland qui passe (The Passing Barge), the 
name of a popular song by Lys Gauty that was also added to the film.

When it was released in September 1934, Le chaland qui passe 
was a failure with both critics and audiences. Vigo’s health never 
improved, and less than a month after the film’s opening, he 
succumbed to tuberculosis. He was twenty-nine.

THE FILM’S LEGACY
After the April 1934 preview screening, a 
print of the original cut of L’Atalante—
missing the final aerial shot, which was 
filmed after the edit was completed— 
was sent to London. It eventually ended  
up in the British National Film and 
Television Archive.

In the late 1940s, by which time P. E. Salles 
Gomes had already declared that it would be 
impossible to arrive at an “ideal edit” of the 
film, the Cinémathèque française acquired 
outtakes from L’Atalante. Henri Langlois, the 
founder of the cinematheque, experimented 
with editing some of this material into the 
film. “I have seen some superb things that 
Vigo had cut, because what he was striving 
for was total simplicity,” Langlois said. “I 
have made a version into which I inserted 
some scenes out of pure curiosity, to see 

what effect they would have. ‘Magnificent,’ 
declared those who saw them. But it 
wasn’t what Vigo wanted.” Langlois’s 1950 
restoration included only two shots from 
these outtakes.

In 1990, Gaumont restored the film, making 
use of the London print, the Cinémathèque 
française material, and a copy of Le chaland 
qui passe held by the Cinémathèque royale 
de Belgique. In 2001, another restoration was 
undertaken, this one by film scholar Bernard 
Eisenschitz and Luce Vigo, the director’s 
daughter. In response to criticisms of the 
previous restoration, Eisenschitz and Vigo 
made less use of the outtakes. Although not 
overseen by Vigo, this cut can be considered 
close to his original vision. In 2017, this 
version of the film was scanned and restored 
in 4K resolution.

ALSO RESTORED

In addition to the new restoration  
of L’Atalante, the year 2017 saw a wealth 
of other Vigo material restored in 4K. 
A cut of Zéro de conduite featuring five 
minutes of never-before-seen footage 
was unearthed and restored. Over an 
hour of outtakes and other footage 
from L’Atalante was restored and edited 
together with narration by Bernard 
Eisenschitz; a short program was also 
compiled from eleven reels of Zéro 
outtakes. Vigo’s shorts À propos de Nice 
and Taris have received the 4K treatment 
as well. The aforementioned films and 
programs are all available for booking 
through Janus Films.


