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Jean Vigo and his children: Zero de Conduite (1933), L’Atalante (1934), If … 

(Lindsay Anderson, 1968), and Les Amants du Pont-Neuf (Léos Carax, 1991) 
 

Michel Simon and Denis Lavant are the only two actors known to me that I think I can smell. 

Both are so ugly, and so often play men who live in airless, claustrophobic, and / or 

unhygienic environments, that whenever I see their movies I always sense the stagnant air, the 

dried pee and the sweat. 

 

                                         
 

 Michel Simon plays the intolerable mate of the eponymous barge in Jean Vigo’s 

L’Atalante, and the still more intolerable Boudu in Jean Renoir’s Boudu Sauvé des Eaux. 

Many years later he plays the railwayman Papa Boulle in John Frankenheimer’s The Train; 

the Germans shoot him for sabotage early on. In The Train it’s only oil and sweat of which he 

smells. Perhaps because Papa Boulle is a hero, albeit a self-defeating one, Frankenheimer 

treats him with uncharacteristic forbearance. Renoir and Vigo do, too. In Boudu he’s so 

obnoxious that we long for Nick Nolte in Down and Out in Beverley Hills, the Hollywood 

remake. In L’Atalante, Vigo seems to intend him to be loveable, helpful, and quaint, but his 

physical presence, and the place which he has created and lives in, are so unattractive that we 

resist the lure without difficulty. 

 I find it hard to see why L’Atalante is given its classic status. Yes, Vigo was a tragic 

figure, cut off in his prime, like Keats or Shelley, with only two real films made. But in those 

two films there is only one character with whom we can identify (the husband in L’Atalante), 

and we experience much irritation with the rest. 

 L’Atalante is about a newly-married couple who take a working honeymoon on the barge 

which gives its name to the film. The husband Jean (Jean Dasté) is its captain. We’re asked to 

believe that, although the husband dotes on the wife, the wife finds barge-life dull almost at 

once, and, in her naivety and impressionability, gets interested first of all in père Jules, her 

husband’s heavily-tattooed mate (Michel Simon), and then in a pedlar, a kind of Autolycus 

without the charm, who entertains them in a tatty night-club. She drifts away, to her 

husband’s despair, leaves him for one night in Paris, but then has a change of heart and 

returns. End of movie. 

 It all hinges on our perception of the wife, Juliette. She is played by Dita Parlo, who looks 

too old and sophisticated to be an ingénue from the sticks. 

 

 
 

Parlo was actually German. She’s the farmer’s wife for whom Jean Gabin falls at the end of La Grande 

Illusion; the mother of blue-eyed Lotte (“Lotte hat blaue augen”). 
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 Such a woman would already have tasted the delights of Paris, and would have been far 

too worldly to be impressed by the trinkets in père Jules’ cabin, or the trash peddled by the 

Autolycus in the low bar. The bad casting sinks the film, for Juliette is the prime mover of all 

that happens. 

 

 
 

 The cramped cabin of père Jules is the setting for a big scene in which he displays to her 

the bric-à-brac which he has collected in his travels across the world. The place is populated 

with several cats, some of which are thrown, meowing, into shot now and again, to show how 

out-of-control they are. Jules is also very proud of his tattooed torso, which features a face 

centring on his navel, into which he thrusts a cigarette (see still above). When showing 

Juliette round, Jules takes out one of his toys, a navaja, a Spanish knife, and deliberately cuts 

his hand with it. Dita Parlo licks her lip as if in thrilled empathy with the blood-letting. It 

would work if she were a bit kinky elsewhere; but (unless I’ve got it wrong) Juliette isn’t 

supposed to be that way inclined. If she were set up as a kind of Margery Pinchwife – 

dangerous in the way her innocence combines with instinctive amorality and promiscuity – 

the lip-licking would also work, as would the way she suddenly shows an interest in Jules’ 

hair – her husband finds her combing it, and goes into a jealous tantrum. 

 

                                 
 

 Jules is sufficiently impressed by her interest in him to go and get a dog-clipper to cut his 

hair. The dog-clipper does a wonderful job, and almost makes Michel Simon attractive. 

However, once Juliette walks out, Jules changes tune, stands up for Jean, his patron, and goes 

out to find Juliette, his patronne, and bring her back. Not only do the character and his living-

space annoy us; so does the way the script turns him this way and that as convenience 

demands. 

 Legend has it that L’Atalante is a hymn to the joys and triumph of love. Juliette tells Jean 

that you can see the person you will love if you look under water; so at the film’s “lyrical” 

climax he jumps off the barge into the canal, and sure enough has a vision of Juliette as he 

swims about in its stygian depths. Perhaps because I suffer from claustrophobia, I don’t find 

any place depicted in the film romantic, so I can’t go along with the legend. 

 

Denis Lavant plays the John Claggart character, the cruel sergeant-major, in Clare Denis’s 

Foreign Legion film Beau Travail; and is also Alex, the male half of Les Amants du Pont-
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Neuf. If Alex has a metier, it’s acrobatics and circus work. He can eat fire, and do the Donald 

O’Connor Back-Flip up the wall of a Metro passageway. But he’s down on his luck, and has 

hit drugs. He’s picked up from the Paris street one night in the film’s first sequence by a 

police down-and-out collection wagon, and, with the rest of the bums, given a free shower 

and bed. It’s the underbelly of the Parisian underbelly, which Juliette glimpses briefly in 

L’Atalante. It’s also the only film sequence I know (it seems done on location at the actual 

doss-house) which features a person’s bowels being evacuated. You associate Alex with pong 

from then on. Later in the movie, when Juliette Binoche gives herself a shower from a large 

bottle of water, and you suddenly realise she hasn’t washed once in the action so far, you can 

see why there’s a strange bond between them, despite the contrast between her looks and his. 

 

 
 

 Later there’s a close-up of her hand trying to run her fingers through her hair: her hair is 

so matted it’s not possible. 

 Binoche wants always to draw pictures of her lovers. It’s not until, near the film’s end, 

she succeeds in drawing Lavant, that we see a close two-shot of both of them, clean. 

 Very little in Les Amants du Pont-Neuf is rational. It’s by no means clear how the two, 

together with a third character, a old drunk, manage to avoid being evicted from their night-

time resting place on the Pont-Neuf (it’s said to be undergoing renovation, but we never see 

anyone working at it). We don’t know how Lavant’s character came to be a junkie and a 

derelict, any more than we know why Binoche left her family, and what disease is causing her 

to go blind so young. All we know is that she is still in love with a cellist, who busks on the 

Metro, who’s gone off her, and whom she shoots through the head as he’s trying to see her 

through his apartment door spy-hole. 

 Still less do we learn how she learned to water-ski so well. During the Bastille Day 

celebrations she and Lavant steal a police launch, and he pulls her down the Seine with 

fireworks going off on all sides. The fireworks are intended as a national, social-historical 

event; Binoche and Lavant purloin them for private purposes. 

 After a time we stop asking rational questions. All we know is that he loves her, in the 

teeth of the old drunk’s discouragement: “… toi aussi, tu cherches de l’amour, comme les 

autres? De la tendresse, comme les autres? Mais regardes! L’amour n’est pas ici! Pas des 

chambers à coucher! Pas des courants d’air! Non pas la vie pour! Alors, oubliez!” With 

slightly greater articulacy than Alex could muster, he’s stated Alex’s problem, which is, we 

can see, the same problem Jean has in L’Atalante. The old man had a wife who drank herself 

to death when their daughter died. He dropped her body in the river, “Near the barges she 

loved so much”. 
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 But Binoche is more compliant – or has less hope – than Parlo in L’Atalante. 

 

 
 

 Love is not an agreeable emotion as portrayed in Les Amants du Pont-Neuf. It brings 

jealousy, and jealousy brings selfishness, and murder. If this is what Jean the bargeman has 

coming to him in L’Atalante, he’s in for a bad time, given his wife’s behaviour in the first 

week or so of marriage. 

 The film borrows, from L’Atalante, lots of water imagery. The Seine is present almost 

throughout; both sets of lovers live on it in their different ways, and we have to admit that 

modern camerawork makes it a lot more beautiful than even Boris Kaufman’s camera could 

in the 1930s. Water, we see both in the ski-ing sequence, and in another where Lavant and 

Binoche frolic naked in long-shot by the Atlantic, is a fine metaphor for love. 

 Fire, meanwhile, is a metaphor for the selfishness that accompanies love. The most 

memorable shot in the movie has nothing to do with the Seine, but shows a metro-tunnel full 

of posters asking Binoche to come home and have her sight repaired, which Lavant has set 

ablaze, so that he’ll always be indispensable to her. 

 But water triumphs. One by one, all three principal characters fall into it. The first is the 

old drunk. In a very striking long shot, taken from the top of the steps from the parapet to the 

river, he shuffles down to the water’s edge and – whether meaning to or not we can’t see, but 

we guess he’s killing himself  – falls in. 

 At the movie’s end, Binoche and Lavant fall into the Seine after a jealous tiff – swim 

about in its stygian depths – surface – and are rescued by two elderly bargees – the 

octogenarians Jean and Juliette from L’Atalante, still living and still married! It’s their last 

trip before retirement. Pity that Dita Parlo and Jean Dasté (he was still alive, she wasn’t) 

couldn’t reprise their roles. 

 The elderlies are heading for the Atlantic with a cargo of sand. Sand, we reflect, is an 

excellent antidote to both water and fire. Cursing Paris, the lovers fix it to go with them. First, 

however, they run to the barge’s prow and lean over it – just like Kate and Leo in Titanic. 

  

How such a minor film as Zero de Conduite ever got the status of a classic is another puzzle, 

and that it should have been banned as a threat to public order only shows how insecure the 

French establishment in the early thirties must have been. It doesn’t know whether it’s fantasy 

or not (the editing causes the strange discontinuities, and was a result of the film being too 

long for its contract). Its satire is feeble; its schoolboys uninteresting. The main sin of its 

supposedly sent-up schoolmasters lies as much in their being as boorish to one another as to 
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the pupils; they wield little power over their charges, who run riot at will, with food-fights in 

the canteen and pillow-fights in the dorm, in the name of “La Liberté ou la Mort!” as though 

this were 1789. One theory is that it’s all seen in a childish perspective: but if that’s his 

intention, why does Vigo do so many high-up shots, as though from the ceiling? 

 

        
 

 The one good-guy teacher, M. Huguet – the Robin Williams of the fable, played by Jean 

Dasté, from L’Atalante – advertises his humanity by doing a Chaplin impersonation in the 

playground at break, joining in the boys’ ball-games, and doing impossible handstands in his 

own lessons. We never see him teaching at all. Education’s irrelevant both to the school, and 

to the film. I suppose that presenting negative critiques and offering no positive solutions is 

true anarchism. Positive solutions will only, after all, lead to further negative critiques. 

 Having the school principal played by a midget with a long beard is perhaps a subversive 

move; but few French boarding schools were, I think, run by persons of restricted growth, so 

the exact focus of the satire is not clear. It’s true that he waffles a lot, but so he would if he 

were of normal height. 

 In impugning the quality of 1930s French education, Zero de Conduite reduces all its 

targets to aunt sallies. There is nothing strong and therefore menacing about any of the 

schoolteachers. The total silence of the surveillant-général may be as much a sign of his 

empty head as of his power. At one point a fat biology teacher caresses the long hair of a boy 

in the front row, and the boy (his name’s Tabard) swears at him. But it’s so easy to mistake 

Tabard for a girl that we almost see the supposedly perverted biology teacher’s point of view. 

The midget principal strides in – offers the boy a chance to apologise for his bad language – 

the boy pretends to take it, but then swears again, this time at the principal (“Monsieur le 

professeur, je vous dis merde!”). If this were an inner-city English comprehensive circa 2004, 

we’d all be on the side of the staff. 

 

How much more damaging – how much more anarchistic – to give the staff all the benefit of 

the doubt – to make them into versions of M. Huguet – and still have your fable reject them. 

“There are boys in college in whom the muscles of creativeness are flexing – the pinions of 

imagination twitching!” beams Peter Jeffrey, as the head of the English public school in 

Lindsay Anderson’s If ... He’s developed a much more up-to-date style of waffle than that of 

Vigo’s midget. And the pupils have developed a more subversive riposte. Rather than shout 

“Merde!” or its English equivalent, at a teacher, these boys shoot the chaplain while on an 

O.T.C. exercise. “Now you mustn’t think that I don’t understand”, intones the head by way of 

reproach, having produced the chaplain from a coffin in his study (by now the film’s turning 

surreal, in tribute to Vigo). “It’s a natural characteristic of adolescents to proclaim 

individuality. There’s nothing unhealthy about that – it’s a quite blameless form of 

existentialism. This, for instance, is what lies at the heart of the Great Hair Problem.” As he 

flannels on, the eyes of the rebellious Malcolm MacDowell, David Wood, and Richard 

Warwick, get harder and harder. 

 This boarding school is barbaric – new, innocent boys are addressed as “scum”, and the 

maths master (he’s also the chaplain) is a sadist and a groper, thrusting his hand down your 
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shirt as he teaches you trigonometry: he’s left mere hair-ruffling far behind. You have to 

shake hands with the House Captain and thank him, after he’s given you Ten of the Best in 

the gym. But in the privacy of your study you have tokens of rebellion which in the French 

school would never even have been thought of. A photo of a huge African guerrilla fighter 

decorates the walls, near another of Lenin in disguise. You can play the Missa Luba on your 

portable gramophone. The cast includes sixth formers, and in the sixth form even the famous 

nude picture of Charlotte Rampling (though not the one with Green Shield Stamps) is allowed 

as a pin-up. Practising with his air pistol, MacDowell stops just short (censored, perhaps?) of 

plugging a newspaper photo of H.M.Q. 

 “There’s our new theatre in the round – hope to see some challenging stuff there this 

year,” beams the head later [this line occurs in some prints only]. At the film’s climax, he 

sinks out of frame in slow motion, cross-eyed, a bullet-hole through his forehead. 

 

 
 

 A few years ago I saw a production, by the Eton sixth form, of The Marat / Sade. At the 

end we, the audience, had to file out as Marat lay in the bath with Charlotte Corday (played 

by an Eton sixth form girl) lying on top of him. It seems schools and establishments will 

always mutate into more accommodating forms, just as Christianity will always 

metamorphose into something that can be believed in. There’s profit to be made from 

anarchy, as long as you keep it firmly under control. 


