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Jean Vigo’s L’Atalante (1934) introduces us to Jean and Juliette, two newlyweds who begin their married life aboard Jean’s barge. The two reject what they see to be the dreary existence of Juliette’s townspeople and naively hope to substitute a life that holds no middle ground between obligation and adventure. Juliette sees the barge as a vehicle of exploration and excitement while her husband hopes that Juliette’s presence will not impede his duties as captain. Initially, each spouse makes an effort to concede to the other’s desires, but a collective inability to compromise nearly spells the end of their marriage. A series of two consecutive scenes—one involving Juliette’s skirt, the other, Père Jules’ room of trinkets—strikes a sharp contrast that embodies Juliette’s internal conflict as provoked by Jules. Ultimately, the juxtaposition of these two sequences illustrates Juliette’s wavering commitment to the burdens of adulthood at the expense of her youthful optimism and spontaneity—the principal tension within Vigo’s L’Atalante. 

As the film begins, we immediately get the sense that Jean and Juliette do not want any part in a traditional marriage. We gather a lot from the townspeople’s’ banter following the newlyweds to the barge. Jean is a stranger to the town—some are unsure if it’s even appropriate to accompany the couple to their new home. Another remarks that it’s Juliette who’s always harbored a desire to break away, to be different. Their unconventional home is itself a symbol of the conflicting desires the couple can’t seem to balance: work and play. 

In the “sewing machine” segment, Juliette plays the part of the duty-bound spouse, scolding Père Jules’ for his playful shenanigans. Here, Juliette suppresses her longing for playfulness, forbidding herself to be “reduced” to Jules’ mischief. The sequences are linked by the barge’s arrival in Paris, marking Juliette’s transition from practical adult to wide-eyed youth, reawakening her childlike enthusiasm for the world. Juliette then casts off this false veil of maturity and embraces Père Jules’ room of trinkets with the same adolescent vivacity for which he is reprimanded in the previous scene. By the time Jean discovers the two, they’ve regressed to the point of infancy. Disgusted by his wife’s enchantment with Jules’ childishness, Jean seeks to destroy the old sailor’s fantasy world. 
In the “sewing machine” segment, Juliette makes a somewhat obligatory effort to reflect her husband’s work ethic. This sequence finds the ship’s crew sitting down to dinner, a rare moment in which we see the entire crew as one. Their togetherness is cut short when Jean notices a break in the fog. Primarily concerned with his duties as the ship’s captain Jean leaves the dinner table for the ship’s deck. The crew is shot from behind as we watch Jean leaves the table, his back turned to the camera. Vigo uses a lamp to obscure Jean’s face as he tells Jules to finish eating, emphasizing the captain’s increasing level of detachment from his “family.”

Feeling compelled to emulate Jean’s sense of duty, Juliette also ends her dinner early. The camera follows Juliette to her sewing machine. She hesitates momentarily and glances in Jules’ direction to see if he takes notice of her departure. The camera waits at the dinner table as Juliette sits down to work, hoping to exhibit her husband’s air of maturity and obligation. Our line of sight is broken by Jules, who peeks curiously through the doorframe. Jules approaches Juliette inquiringly, who merely pretends not to give him the entirety of her attention. 

For the majority of the scene, Vigo positions the camera overhead, giving us more than a mere sense of the barge’s cramped quarters. Then angle offers us something of  “parent’s” perspective that places Juliette “above” the first mate. The technique augments Juliette’s frustration with what soon becomes the childlike Jules’ rising disobedience.

Jules’ begins to prod at Juliette’s patience. She does everything in her will to keep from succumbing to Jules’ games, at times even overcompensating. Hesitant to expose her interest in Jules’ childishness, she emptily compliments his familiarity with the machine, much like a disinterested parent in reaction to a toddler’s scribbled artwork. When his boasting proves too bothersome, Juliette lands a major blow to the sailor’s ego, pushing him from the bench in an effort to assert her maturity. Juliette further emasculates Père Jules by suggesting he model her skirt. Unoffended, even amused by the situation, Jules’ playful nature quickly turns Juliette’s work into a frolicsome game.  Juliette scolds the inattentive man-child, though her reprimanding seems to do little more than encourage Jules’ playful diversions. Total disorder takes over when the skirt becomes a matador’s cape, leading to the end of the scene as well as Juliette’s temper. 

As evidenced by the following scene, Juliette’s aggravation stems not primarily from the sailor’s disobedience, but her longing to discard the adult reservations that Jules casts aside so freely. The narrative brings us to Jules’ “trinket room” by means of the crew’s arrival in Paris. Upon learning of her arrival in the city that’s been the object of her fantasy for so long, Juliette’s adult exterior dissolves completely. The stage is now set for her to be both enchanted and consumed by Jules’ childlike dream world.

Here, Vigo uses the camera to transform Juliette. His choices in framing show us a new relationship between her and Jules—one entirely opposite from the one they share in preceding scenes. Vigo’s overhead shots are abandoned in favor of body-level medium shots, showing a difference in height between the two characters that was minimized by the techniques used in the “sewing” scene. Here, Jules’ dominance is undisputed. He stands above Juliette, “leading” her as she tried and failed to “lead” him previously. 

A sense of clutter is conveyed not by overhead camera placement, but through low-key lighting. In the scene’s first shot, the high contrast between black and white compacts the majority of the film’s light to the center of the frame, alluding to the mysterious and vast amount of treasures that surround Jean and Juliette. Vigo utilizes a number of tight close-ups that also help to convey a sense of density. More importantly, however, they allow us to soak in the wide-eyed fascination and delight in Dita Parlo’s face, underscoring her character’s longing for this sort of adventure and discovery.

In a subtle protest of her husband’s preoccupation with his duties as captain, Juliette allows her curiosity for Jules’ fantasy world to run unsuppressed. It’s here that Juliette finds a degree of the excitement and exploration she had hoped for in her life on the barge. Jules is quick to forgive the young woman’s hypocrisy. He extends a warm welcome to the world of childishness that Juliette so readily dismissed in the previous scene. Père Jules is all but delighted to indulge her curiosity, taking much pleasure in the rare attention.

Juliette’s reaction to Jules’ switchblade wound entails a mixture of curiosity and fear. It briefly stimulates a more worldly, adult-like concern to care for Jules’ injury. However, Juliette is almost immediately distracted from this duty by yet another of Jules’ knick-knacks, reverting from the role of caring adult to spellbound child with little to no resistance. 

Juliette’s regression continues even further backward once Jules’ tattoos become the object of her inquiry. While it might not strike the film’s current-day audience as inappropriate or odd, curiosity exhibited by a married woman towards a man’s body was considered highly unacceptable by societal standards at the time of the film’s creation. It’s this lack of discretion (albeit entirely platonic in the case of Jules and Juliette) that might only be permissible between young children. As we know well by this point, Jules is not one to pass a chance to show off. Without his cap, Jules’ hair looks like that of a disheveled toddler. He discards his shirt without giving a second thought to the implications of what sort of taboos continue transpire between the two adults. 

By the time Jean discovers the two, Juliette’s actions have made the gap in expectations for the marriage painfully apparent. Juliette’s compliments for Jules’ hair mark the total regression of the two playmates to a completely childlike state. She grooms him as she would an adolescent girl at a slumber party, only inviting disaster when Jean misinterprets the act as foreplay. Disgusted by this mutiny, Jean lashes back with sobering violence. He destroys Jules’ trinkets, belittles his character, and ridicules his infantile behavior. He punishes Juliette’s insubordination with blunt force, further expanding the rift between the troubled lovers. When the two have bared the extent of Jules’ rage, they snicker like disruptive school children.

Despite his seemingly subversive role in the scene, it is within Jules’ we find the balance the two lovers fail to grasp. Many of the seemingly innocent toys in Jules’ room are somewhat tainted by more grave, adult matters—the bonhomme: a souvenir of war, severed hands by which to remember an old friend. Jules’ conductor puppet barely even obscures the pornography behind its head. The performance of Jules’ bonhomme is an obvious symbol of the sailor’s guiding role, not only in the “trinket” scene, but the film at large. The odd mixture of the room’s variously adult and childlike attractions again emphasizes this tension between youth and maturity. It’s in Jules, however, that these forces seem to coexist rather than conflict. Vigo presents us with Jules’ character as such to suggest that Jean and Juliette must learn to achieve this harmony themselves if they wish to succeed in their marriage.

Jules apologizes for his transgressions with a shaved head, an appeal to the chastity of what’s transpired between him and Juliette. In this admission of guilt, Père Jules acknowledges that he’s drawn Juliette into something of a daydream—he realizes he’s exploited her irresolution. Later in the film Jules resolves to impart his wisdom unto the couple, hoping to bring peace to Juliette’s warring desires—one to satisfy her responsibilities as wife, the other clinging to her youth. Though at first a tempter, Jules ultimately becomes the vehicle by which the newlywed’s marriage is rectified.
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