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Unveiling the Surreal Tapestry of Valerie and Her Week of
Wonders

Few films have achieved the dreamlike, almost hallucinatory quality that defines the 1970 Czechoslovakian classic,
Valerie and Her Week of Wonders. Directed by the visionary Jaromil Jire$ and based on the novel by Vitézslav Nezval,
this cinematic gem transcends traditional storytelling to immerse the viewer in a world where puberty, folklore, and
eroticism intertwine. For decades, it has captivated audiences with its haunting imagery, poetic narrative, and
unapologetic embrace of the subconscious. In this article, we will explore the film’s plot, its stylistic brilliance, its
cultural context, and why it remains a cornerstone of surrealist cinema.

The Enigmatic Plot: A Girl's Journey into Adulthood

The story unfolds in a small, idyllic Czech village at the turn of the 20th century. We meet Valerie, a young girl on the
cusp of adolescence, living with her grandmother. What begins as a seemingly innocent summer soon spirals into a
fantastical, often terrifying, exploration of sexuality, desire, and identity. Over the course of a single week—the titular
"week of wonders"—Valerie encounters a bizarre array of characters: a vampiric priest, a shape-shifting weasel, a
mysterious brother, and a seductive thief named Orlik. Each encounter blurs the line between reality and nightmare,
forcing Valerie to confront the complexities of growing up.

The plot is intentionally nonlinear, structured more like a fever dream than a conventional narrative. Critics have often
noted that the film resists a single interpretation; instead, it invites viewers to experience it on an emotional and
symbolic level. The constant metamorphosis of characters—where a grandmother may become a vampire, or a priest a
lecherous predator—underscores the film's central theme: the fluid and often frightening nature of adolescent
awakening.

A Masterclass in Surrealist Cinematography

One cannot discuss Valerie and Her Week of Wonders without praising its visual language. Cinematographer Jan Cuiik
uses a palette of soft pastels, deep shadows, and ethereal light to create a world that feels both timeless and strangely
familiar. The film is replete with iconic images: Valerie running through a field of sunflowers, a blood-red tree against a
pale sky, and the slow-motion descent of a white veil. These visuals are not merely decorative; they are the language
through which the film communicates its deepest meanings.

The surrealist director Jires, a key figure in the Czech New Wave, employs techniques such as jump cuts, dissolves, and
superimposition to disorient the viewer. Yet, the film never feels chaotic. Instead, it maintains a hypnotic rhythm,
guiding the audience through the labyrinth of Valerie’s psyche. The music, composed by Lubos Fiser, adds another layer
of otherworldliness, with its eerie choral arrangements and dissonant strings that heighten moments of tension and
wonder.

Symbolism and the Menstrual Metaphor

At its core, Valerie and Her Week of Wonders is a coming-of-age story, but one told through the lens of surrealism and
folklore. The film uses an abundance of symbols to represent female puberty and sexual awakening. Blood appears
repeatedly—in a dropped pearl necklace, a squashed strawberry, and a mysterious red flower. These images are directly
associated with menstruation and the loss of innocence. The "week of wonders" itself parallels the menstrual cycle,
framing Valerie's journey as both natural and monstrous.

Moreover, the male figures in the film often embody predatory sexuality. The priest, who both tempts and threatens
Valerie, represents the oppressive forces of religion and patriarchy. Orlik, the thief, embodies raw, untamed desire. By

the end of the week, Valerie does not simply escape these threats; she transcends them. She learns to navigate a world
where the boundaries between good and evil, love and lust, are blurred. The final scene—where she smiles knowingly at
the camera—suggests a newfound wisdom and control over her body and fate.

Cultural and Historical Context: The Czech New Wave

To fully appreciate Valerie and Her Week of Wonders, one must understand its place in film history. The film emerged
during the twilight of the Czechoslovak New Wave, a period of extraordinary creativity in the 1960s and early 1970s.
Directors like Véra Chytilova, Milo§ Forman, and Jaromil Jire§ pushed against the constraints of Socialist realism,
experimenting with form, narrative, and taboo subjects. However, the Soviet invasion of 1968 and the subsequent
normalization process stifled this movement. Valerie was one of the last films of the New Wave, released in 1970 after
years of delays and censorship.

Despite political pressures, the film managed to slip through as a "fantasy" that could be dismissed as mere fairy tale.
Yet its subversive elements are clear. The critique of authoritarian figures (the priest, the constable) and the celebration
of female autonomy resonated with audiences living under a repressive regime. In this way, the film is not only a
personal story but also a political allegory—a quiet rebellion against any system that seeks to control the body and mind.

The Enduring Legacy: From Cult Classic to Contemporary Influence

For years, Valerie and Her Week of Wonders was a hard-to-find artifact, circulating only in grainy VHS copies and
underground screenings. Its re-release in the 2000s, especially the restored digital version by the Czech National Film
Archive, introduced it to a new generation. Today, it is widely regarded as a masterpiece of surreal cinema, influencing
directors such as David Lynch, Guillermo del Toro, and Ana Lily Amirpour. The film’s aesthetic is frequently
referenced in music videos, fashion editorials, and contemporary art.

Its appeal continues to grow, particularly among viewers who appreciate genre-bending storytelling and powerful visual
poetry. The film’s treatment of female subjectivity and desire remains remarkably fresh, offering a counterpoint to the
more male-centric narratives of the era. Moreover, in an age where discussions about bodily autonomy and sexual
consent are more relevant than ever, Valerie’s journey from victim to wily survivor feels profoundly modern.

Why You Should Experience This Week of Wonders

If you have never seen Valerie and Her Week of Wonders, prepare yourself for an experience unlike any other. This is
not a film to be "understood" in a conventional sense; it is a film to be felt. Allow its lush images and strange logic to
wash over you. Let the mystery linger. Whether you interpret it as a frank depiction of puberty, a feminist manifesto, or
a surrealist fairy tale, one thing is certain: it will stay with you long after the credits roll.

For cinephiles, it is an essential piece of the Czech New Wave puzzle. For lovers of the strange and beautiful, it is a
treasure trove. Valerie and Her Week of Wonders is a reminder that cinema can be more than a story—it can be a
dream, a nightmare, and a revelation all at once.

Conclusion: The Eternal Enchantment of a Girl and Her Week

In an era dominated by formulaic blockbusters and algorithm-driven content, Valerie and Her Week of Wonders stands
as an icon of pure, unadulterated creativity. Its refusal to conform, its embrace of ambiguity, and its breathtaking
artistry make it a timeless classic. The film continues to inspire, challenge, and enchant viewers around the world. It is a
week that never truly ends—a perpetual invitation to explore the wonders of the subconscious, the pains of growing up,
and the infinite power of the imagination. Whether you are a longtime admirer or a first-time explorer, Valerie’s journey
remains an unforgettable pilgrimage into the heart of surreal cinema.
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