
THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS AND BEYOND: MIRRORS, DOUBLES, AND THE 

UNCANNY IN KRZYSZTOF KIESLOWSKI‟S LA DOUBLE VIE DE VERONIQUE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

STEPHANIE KUPFER 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A THESIS PRESENTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE UNIVERSITY OF 

FLORIDA IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA 

 

2009 



 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©2009 Stephanie Kupfer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To my family for their boundless love and support and to the friends who made me laugh when I 

needed it most 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 I thank Dr. Sylvie Blum-Reid for nurturing my interest in cinema and for being a trusted 

advisor and friend; Dr. Weltman-Aron for her continued encouragement and for inspiring me to 

pursue an M.A. in French; and the faculty of the French department at the University of Florida 

for instilling in me a love of French language, literature, and culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

                           page 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS………………………………………………….................................4 

 

ABSTRACT……………………………………………………………………………………….6 

 

CHAPTER 

 

1 INTRODUCTION………………………………………………………………...............8 

 

2 VERONIQUE AND THE UNCANNY…………………………………………………..20 

 

3 THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS, AND WHAT  

VERONIQUE FOUND THERE………………………………………………………....35 

 

REFERENCE LIST……………………………………………………………………………...44 

 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH…………………………………………………………………….45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

Abstract of Thesis Presented to the Graduate School 

 of the University of Florida in Partial Fulfillment of the  

Requirements for the Degree of Master of Arts 

 

THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS AND BEYOND: MIRRORS, DOUBLES, AND THE 

UNCANNY IN KRZYSZTOF KIESLOWSKI‟S LA DOUBLE VIE DE VERONIQUE 

 

By 

 

Stephanie Kupfer 

 

August 2009 

 

Chair: Dr. Sylvie Blum-Reid 

Major: French 

 

Since his death in 1996, much attention has been brought to the cinema of Krzysztof 

Kieślowski, particularly to his last four films. These final films of his life and career took him in 

a new direction; he worked outside of Poland for the first time and entered into the territory of 

international coproduction, with France in particular. Although his Trois Couleurs trilogy would 

be much more popular, it was La Double Vie de Véronique that became Kieślowski‟s bridge to 

France following Poland‟s political shift from communism to democracy in 1989. Véronique 

grew from his successful film series The Decalogue and, in turn, planted the seeds for Bleu, 

Blanc, and Rouge.  

 La Double Vie de Véronique is a hauntingly beautiful film that shies away from concrete 

explanation, relying instead on sentiments and the unexplainable, often posing more questions 

than it answers. Because so much of the film lies in the experience of watching it, it can be 

difficult to attempt a structured analysis. However, the application of certain theories can help 

make the task more manageable. Freud‟s theory of the Uncanny, for example, provides a 

theoretical framework through which we can examine the different elements of the film that 

create a feeling of disquiet in the spectator, with particular focus on the idea of the 
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Doppelgänger, or double. Working with Deleuze‟s idea of the „image-cristal‟, as presented by 

Emma Wilson, provides another way to explore the film, concentrating on the mirror as both 

reflective surface and passageway between two worlds.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Pendant toute ma vie, j’ai eu une impression d’être à la fois ici et ailleurs. C’est difficile 

à expliquer. Mais, je sais…je sens toujours ce que je dois faire...Since his death in 1996, an 

incredible amount of work has been published on Krzysztof Kieślowski‟s films. But even during 

his lifetime, the unique and beautiful cinema of Kieślowski entranced moviegoers and film 

critics and continues to do so. It is clear that there is something about these films that inspires (or 

even requires) personal and critical reflection. Emma Wilson, in the preface to Memory and 

Survival: The French Cinema of Krzysztof Kieślowski, explains that writing about Kieślowski‟s 

films was an “impulse” (xvii). This word perfectly encapsulates one of the most prominent 

themes in Kieślowski‟s work: the inexplicable presence of an unknown (and unknowable) force 

that may or may not be a determiner of fates. One becomes acutely aware of this while watching 

Kieślowski‟s first Franco-Polish film, La Double Vie de Véronique. Joseph G. Kickasola, in his 

book The Films of Krzysztof Kieślowski: The Liminal Image, describes the experience of 

“discussing Véronique” quite aptly when he says, “we are left with descriptions of general 

impressions such as the feeling throughout the film that little understood, herculean forces are 

shifting and moving through our midst” (244). He goes on to say that “So much of the essence of 

the film hinges on the experience of watching it, not simply on an understanding of its story, 

characters and use of metaphor”. This is certainly why he announces in the preface that his 

“sincere desire is that more will see, rather, experience, [it]. [It is], without a doubt, more 

resonant than any book of criticism” (xii). His assessment makes perfect sense when one 

considers how Kieślowski himself described the film in Kieślowski on Kieślowski: “I play on 

pure emotions in Véronique because it‟s a film about emotions and nothing else. There‟s no 

action in it” (189).  It is a film about “sensibility, presentiments and relationships which are 
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difficult to name, which are irrational” (173). So how does one write about a film like La Double 

Vie de Véronique? 

In the preface to his book, Kickasola highlights the possible “dangers” of his “theoretical 

project”, by which he focuses on “two key formal issues: immediacy and abstraction” (xi). He 

acknowledges firstly that it is easy to “lapse into an anemic mysticism lacking any sort of 

theoretical rigor”. Secondly, he makes the following point: “writing about things to which no 

words do justice seems self-defeating” (xi). In voicing his concerns, Kickasola has uncovered 

two essential elements of watching and writing about Kieślowski‟s films. To write critically 

about Kieślowski, one must be grounded in the theoretical, even if this practice seems to 

contradict the very nature of his films, particularly of those co-produced in France in the 1990s. 

And to write about his films at all, one must acknowledge and accept the very real possibility of 

being unable to find the words to do so.  

In my own attempt to analyze Kieślowski‟s work, specifically his first film made in 

collaboration with France, La Double Vie de Véronique, I will advance in two major directions. I 

will conduct a reading of the film in conjunction with Freud‟s theory of the Uncanny (Das 

Unheimliche), integrating Hélène Cixous‟ own interpretation of Freud‟s work and applying that, 

as well, to Kieślowski‟s film and to a lesser extent, examine Véronique‟s prominent motif of the 

mirror and the mirror image, drawing accordingly from the cinematic theories of Deleuze. 

Before presenting the theoretical framework and subsequent analyses, however, I find it 

important to discuss Kieślowski himself as well as some of his other work and how he came to 

make La Double Vie de Véronique, as well as the Trois Couleurs trilogy, in France.  

Krzysztof Kieślowski was born in Warsaw, Poland on June 27, 1941. Because of his 

father‟s tuberculosis, the family moved often to wherever treatment was available. Kieślowski 
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states: “My father was more important to me than my mother because he died so young. But my 

mother was important too and she was one of the reasons I decided to go to film school” (Stok 

2). The absence of one parent is present in La Double Vie de Véronique: both Weronika and 

Véronique lose their mothers at a young age and have only their fathers. One wonders if perhaps 

Véronique‟s return to her father‟s arms at the end of the film is not a kind of wishful thinking on 

his part, imagining something that was not a possibility in his own life.  

In order to properly situate La Double Vie de Véronique, it is necessary to look at those of 

Kieślowski‟s films that immediately preceded and followed it, namely The Decalogue and the 

Trois Couleurs, respectively. Véronique can be regarded as the bridge between these two films 

series and between Kieślowski‟s Polish and French work; it has its own roots in the Decalogue, 

but also plants the seeds for the Trois Couleurs. The Decalogue, released in Poland between 

1988 and 1990, is a made-for-television series comprised of ten films based on the Ten 

Commandments. Decalogue 9, although focusing primarily on a married couple, briefly 

introduces the character of woman named Olga, a young singer with a heart condition. This 

minor character would eventually be fleshed out and become the basis for Weronika and 

Véronique. And following Véronique, Kieślowski wrote and directed Bleu, Blanc, and Rouge, 

the three films collectively known as the Trois Couleurs Trilogy. Bleu, starring Juliette Binoche, 

brings back in a central role the music of fictional composer Van den Budenmayer, who was also 

featured in Decalogue 9 and Véronique. In Rouge, Irène Jacob will again take on a lead role, this 

time as a young model named Valentine. Blanc, positioned between Bleu and Rouge, both in the 

trilogy and on the French flag, acts as another sort of bridge, much like Véronique. Although 

much of the film takes place in Poland (and is in Polish), France and the French language are still 

represented by Julie Delpy‟s character Dominique, the wife of main character Karol Karol. It is 
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also interesting to note that the colors of Poland‟s flag, white and red, make up two-thirds of the 

trilogy and of the French flag; just another way in which the two countries are connected by 

Kieślowski and his later films. Véronique, as it is partly in Polish, partly in French, features both 

Polish and French actors. Weronika‟s father is portrayed by Polish actor Wladyslaw Kowalski 

who also acted in Decalogue 10 and numerous other Polish films prior to Véronique. Claude 

Duneton, who would be seen later in Bleu, plays the father of Véronique. And in the lead role of 

Weronika/Véronique, Kieślowski cast, at the time relatively unknown, Irène Jacob, a French-

Swiss actress. He had noticed her in the very small role of Mademoiselle Davenne the piano 

teacher in Louis Malle‟s Au revoir les enfants (1987) and her performance made a big 

impression on him. And although she studied Polish in order to play Weronika, her lines were 

eventually dubbed by a Polish actress. 

La Double Vie de Véronique provides another important connection between France and 

Poland, this time from a fiscal perspective. Kieślowski‟s transition from Polish to what one 

might call “international” cinema was made possible with European funds, financially supported 

by France (Canal+) with contributions from Kieślowski‟s own company Tor and the Norwegian 

Norsk Film. Véronique was distributed by Sidéral Films in France and Miramax in the United 

States. Statistics on Véronique, particularly those relating to budget and earnings, are not easy to 

find. However, Kieślowski‟s personal impressions provide at least a glimpse of the film‟s critical 

and commercial reception: 

The film‟s doing very well at the box-office in Poland, too, surprisingly. I really can‟t 

complain at the way the [Polish] critics received Véronique, although even when they 

liked it, they‟d write: …„It‟s too beautiful‟, „Too moving‟, „The heroine is too good‟, 

„The actress is too good‟. Those were the feelings of serious critics, alongside a certain 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0468651/
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resentment that the film wasn‟t about Polish things, Polish history and Poland at present – 

that I didn‟t show the situation in Poland…But I‟m not complaining about the way the 

critics generally received Véronique, and quite the opposite as far as the public is 

concerned. I‟m very happy that the film played to full houses in Warsaw. I don‟t know 

how big the audiences were there but the distributors at any rate didn‟t lose on it; on the 

contrary – they made a bit of a profit…In France Véronique just managed to rise above a 

certain mediocrity. (Stok 189-90) 

Certain things were clearly expected of Kieślowski by Polish critics; there was a desire to 

see Poland and its current political situation in a film directed by what they still considered a 

Polish director. But it is also clear that Kieślowski wasn‟t interested in politics and although his 

earlier films were read by critics as political, he never considered them as such (Falkowska 136). 

For Kieślowski, then, his French films were not a departure
1
 from his earlier work as many 

critics had claimed. In spite of the “resentment” that Kieślowski found in Polish reviews of 

Véronique, one can ascertain that the film was quite well received overall. And although he 

doesn‟t say so explicitly, the film was, indeed, successful in France. It was, in fact, the success of 

Véronique that secured the necessary French financial support to film the Trois Couleurs trilogy. 

The film was nominated for the Palme d’Or at the Festival de Cannes and although it lost to Joel 

and Ethan Coen‟s Barton Fink, it did win the prix FIPRESCI as well as the Prix du Jury 

Œcuménique. Irène Jacob took home Le Prix d'interprétation féminine at Cannes and was also 

nominated for the César for meilleure actrice for her portrayal of Weronika and Véronique. 

Kieślowski also notes the film has also done well in America, making a lot of money for the 

producer (188). Véronique was nominated for a Golden Globe and an Independent Spirit Award. 

                                                
1 According to Marek Haltof, “Critics, particularly Polish film critics, usually debate the distinction between the 

„early‟ realist and „mature‟ metaphysical Kieślowski, and the majority of them clearly favour „Kieślowski the 

realist‟” (xi). 

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prix_d%27interpr%C3%A9tation_f%C3%A9minine
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Despite Kieślowski‟s marked disinterest in politics, it was the politics of Poland that led 

to his French collaborations. Kieślowski had been making films in Poland (documentary and 

otherwise) since the 1960s when he witnessed a profound political change that affected his work 

and Polish cinema as a whole. This change occurred in the form of Poland‟s transition from 

communism to democracy in 1989. As a result, the film industry saw a change of its own from 

being “nationalised…entirely dependent on government funding” to a “free market economy that 

is now only partly subsidised by the state” (Haltof 108). Following the so-called „freedom 

shock‟, the economy showed signs of a different kind of shock: “Figures show that the number 

of cinema theatres decreased rapidly; another alarming figure was the extremely low average 

number of cinema visits per inhabitant – one hundred thousand viewers per year in cinema 

theatres was considered high by Polish standards” (108-9). Poland was able to produce about 20 

films annually, but the market was nonetheless dominated by American imports; as much as 73% 

of films released in Poland in 1992 were American.   

In 1992, Poland became a part of the Eurimages Foundation, “the Council of Europe fund 

for the co-production, distribution and exhibition of European cinematographic works” 

(Eurimages homepage: „What we do?‟).  Thus, Polish cinema saw a significant increase in 

multinational productions: “For example, in 1993, out of 31 films released, 15 were co-

productions…marked by prominent French involvement” (Haltof 110). And with the success of 

his Decalogue films in France paving the way, it was only natural that Kieślowski enter into a 

partnership with French production companies for his next films. In 1991 when he was 

interviewed by Danusia Stok, Kieślowski explained the financial situation in Poland: “It‟s much 

harder, at the moment, to find money in Poland than in France and it‟s particularly difficult for 
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me. It‟s not even right for me to try to find money here because the Poles quite rightly believe 

that I can get money elsewhere” (Stok 192).  

It is interesting to look at the title of the film for its release in Poland, France, and 

America. In Poland, and therefore in Polish, the title is Podwójne życie Weroniki; clearly, the 

Polish form of the name is used. In France, one reads  La Double Vie de Véronique; here, the 

French version of the name is favored. And in North America, the film was released as The 

Double Life of Veronique; again, using the French version of the name (sans accent). In both 

Poland and France, the name in the title was most likely chosen for practical reasons, but it is 

also possible that a Polish viewer would identify more with the Polish Weronika than with her 

French counterpart and vice versa. As for the choice of Veronique for the English title? This is 

probably representative of the fact that in many ways American culture and the English language 

are more closely related to those of Western Europe than those of Eastern Europe. Regardless, 

the title works because “It doesn‟t sound bad in Polish, French, or English, is quite commercial 

before you see the film and renders its contents quite accurately after you‟ve seen it” (Stok 173).  

How can one categorize Krzysztof Kieślowski? Is he a Polish director because he is from 

Poland, worked in Poland, and made films about Poland? What of his films co-produced and 

filmed in France with French characters, locations, and dialogue? Is he still a Polish director? It‟s 

not too much of a stretch to see Kieślowski himself in the story of Weronika/Véronique, two 

women who are mirror images of one another, but who nonetheless have separate identities, one 

Polish, one French. Many critics have even gone so far as to describe Weronika and Véronique 

as allegorical models of Poland and France, respectively. I don‟t deny this more political 

interpretation, but insist that one also consider Weronika‟s death as possibly being more 

personal; a sort of death for his Polish identity in order to work in France. It‟s quite evident that 
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even though much of the film takes place in France and that he continued to work there while 

filming his Trois Couleurs trilogy, Kieślowski considered Poland as his one and only home. Of 

his homeland, he said:  

I can‟t imagine life without Poland. I find it very hard to find a place for myself in the 

West, where I am now, even though the conditions are wonderful…when I think of 

myself in the future, I can only see myself in Poland…everything that affects Poland, 

affects me directly…I‟m no longer interested in all the political games, but I am 

interested in Poland itself. It‟s the world I‟ve come from and, no doubt, the world where 

I‟ll die…When I‟m away from Poland, it feels as if it‟s only for a while…Even if I‟m 

away for a year or two, I feel as if I‟m only there temporarily. In other words, on going to 

Poland there‟s a sense of returning…Everyone ought to have a place to which thy return. 

I have a place; it‟s in Poland…When I return to Paris, I don‟t have the sense of coming 

back. I come to Paris. But I come back to Poland.  (Stok 1-2) 

It is this sense of coming home that Kieślowski uses to draw to a close his telling of 

Véronique‟s story. After fleeing from Alexandre, the puppeteer who she fears is exploiting her, 

and Paris, the city where she feels the loss of her double, Véronique returns to her father‟s 

country home in Clermont-Ferrand. Kieślowski recalls that during the screening of Véronique at 

the New York Film Festival, he was struck by the realization that the American audience was 

“baffled” by the film‟s ending. He describes the scene as “enigmatic”, but also points out that he 

expected European audiences to deduct that Véronique had returned to her father‟s house. 

According to Kieślowski, Americans who had seen the film “weren‟t sure that she returns to the 

family home, to where her father lives. They weren‟t sure that the man who is there is her father. 

And, even if they were sure, they couldn‟t understand why she goes back” (7). He contended that 
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for Europeans, “going back to the family home represents a certain value which exists in [their] 

traditions, in [their] history and also in [their] culture”. Because of what he perceived as 

confusion on the part of American audiences, Kieślowski proposed and produced
2
 a second 

“American” ending for Véronique comprised of four additional shots, in which there is no doubt 

that Véronique has returned home and into the arms of her father.  

The idea of “coming home” is not necessarily foreign to American culture, and in fact, 

the opposite is often true. The source of confusion might lie instead in the ambiguity (which is 

often avoided in American cinema) of the original ending, rather than being unfamiliar with the 

concept of returning to the family home. And even with the inclusion of this new ending, the 

viewer is still left unsure of what exactly s/he is seeing: “the last shot of La Double Vie de 

Véronique shows her hugging her father outdoors through a window – both on screen right and 

screen left!” (Insdorf 134-5). This double image is, of course, quite fitting considering the duality 

of the film‟s heroine(s), but also builds on the sense of mystery that the film has created. 

Interestingly, Kieślowski originally intended to make no less than seventeen different endings for 

Véronique, including one where she goes to Kraków and sees a third version of herself. Each of 

the slightly different endings would play in one of the seventeen Paris theaters at which the film 

would be shown. Even though enough footage was shot to make this project viable, it was 

ultimately abandoned because of a lack of money and perhaps more importantly, of time (Stok 

188). 

An essential element of Véronique is and always was the music: “Véronique is a film 

about music, too, in principle. Or about singing, let‟s say” (Stok 177). From the beginning, the 

music was included in every step of the screenplay‟s development, but still needed someone to 

                                                
2 It must be noted that although Kieślowski asserts his own desire to make the ending more clear to American 

audiences, the Criterion Collection DVD claims that this ending was produced “at the urging of Miramax head 

Harvey Weinstein”. 
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translate it from a vague literary idea to an actual composition that would actually add another 

dimension to the film. This translator came in the form of Zbigniew Preisner with whom 

Kieślowski had been working since 1984‟s The End. Kieślowski considered Preisner to be “an 

exceptional composer” because he worked on the film right from the beginning and didn‟t just 

add the music to the finished product. He thought about the music‟s “dramatic function, about 

the way it should say something which perhaps isn‟t there in the picture” (179). Kieślowski was 

very much interested in the fact that he could 

describe something which perhaps isn‟t there on the actual screen but which, together 

with the music, starts to exist…drawing out something which doesn‟t exist in the picture 

alone or in the music alone. Combining the two, a certain meaning, a certain value, 

something which also determines a certain atmosphere, suddenly begins to exist. (179) 

His interpretation of the music‟s function seems to allude to the relationship between Weronika 

and Véronique. It is possible that neither woman has the same meaning without the other and 

that it is only when they are considered together that one perceives the intended effect created by 

their co-existence. The sense of the uncanny in the film hinges on the representation of both 

characters; each of them might be interesting in her own respect, but the great mystery comes 

when we are forced to wonder how two identical women with the same name, but not always 

explicitly aware of the other‟s existence, came to be.  

 Preisner came up with the idea to draw upon Dante‟s poetry for the lyrics to the music 

sung in the film. These words, which come specifically from the first nine lines of the second 

canto of Paradiso, do not necessarily have anything to do with the subject of the film, but they 

were nonetheless inspiring for Preisner and influenced the final composition. The text is sung in 

old Italian, which Kieślowski found “beautiful”. He also notes that “The French bought 50,000 
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copies of the disc” (Stok 179). So it is clear that the film was lucrative on several fronts, but also 

that the film‟s music transcended language barriers; it was not necessary to understand the lyrics 

in order to enjoy or feel moved by the music. Many critics cite the use of Dante‟s poetry, but do 

not cite the poetry itself. The lines used as lyrics are: 

O voi che siete in piccioletta barca,                             O Ye, who in some pretty little boat, 

desiderosi d'ascoltar, seguiti                                        Eager to listen, have been following 
dietro al mio legno che cantando varca,                      Behind my ship, that singing sails along, 

tornate a riveder li vostri liti:                                       Turn back to look again upon your shores; 

non vi mettete in pelago, ché forse,                              Do not put out to sea, lest peradventure, 
perdendo me, rimarreste smarriti.                                In losing me, you might yourselves be lost. 

L'acqua ch'io prendo già mai non si corse;                  The sea I sail has never yet been passed; 

Minerva spira, e conducemi Appollo,                           Minerva breathes, and pilots me Apollo, 

e nove Muse mi dimostran l'Orse.                                And Muses nine point out to me the Bears. 

 

In Paradiso, Dante ascends to and is guided through the nine celestial spheres of heaven. It is 

interesting that Weronika dies singing about an imagining of the afterlife and that her collapse is 

followed by a shot that Kickasola calls “an aggressive, inverted overhead sweep of the audience” 

that “further suggests a spiritual transport” (250). Notice the use of the word “spiritual”; this term 

evokes much of the feeling of Véronique. The film is spiritual in the sense that it alludes to a 

mysterious force that pulls the strings. “Spiritual” might also be used to describe the connection 

between Weronika and Véronique, considering the fact that even though they briefly cross paths, 

they never actually meet. Yet one can still sense the presence of the other. And in fact, despite 

the fact that the lyrics weren‟t necessarily intended to relate to the film‟s story, one can 

nonetheless interpret a connection, particularly in the lines: “Do not put out to sea, lest 

peradventure, in losing me, you might yourselves be lost”. If one applies these words to the film, 

it can be read as a warning from Weronika to Véronique that her own death might by chance 

portend that of Véronique. Véronique hears this warning, whether aware of it or not, and decides 

not to continue her singing career, thus choosing life over her passion for music. Although 
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Dante‟s work concerns an aspect of Christianity, one mustn‟t too quickly define the “spiritual” 

quality of Véronique as “religious”. I won‟t dismiss a religious interpretation, because I think 

that the beauty of this film lies in its ambiguity, in its mystery and in the endless interpretations 

one can make, but when one tries too hard to make a connection between the film and religion, 

one neglects other possibilities. What is more, if one takes into account Kieślowski‟s own 

religious beliefs, or lack thereof (he considered himself an agnostic), one realizes that religion 

cannot easily explain the film. Although he goes on to draw a connection between the opening 

sequence of the film (in which Weronika‟s mother points out a star) and the story of the Magi, 

Kickasola begins his reflection on Véronique by characterizing the film as “saturated in 

spirituality, metaphysical suggestions, and superstition, so much so that we might say it lacks 

any specific theological focus” (243). It is perhaps a perfect way to describe what lies at the heart 

of the film. 
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CHAPTER 2 

VERONIQUE AND THE UNCANNY 

Because much of the experience of La Double Vie de Véronique hinges on the mystery of 

two identical, but unacquainted women, and the strange sentiments that arise from this co-

existence, Freud‟s 1919 essay “The Uncanny” offers an appropriate and helpful theoretical 

model for a reading of this film. Although he considered it a rare occurrence, Freud felt, in his 

own words, “impelled to engage in” an investigation of the Uncanny, an area he considered to 

have been “neglected in the specialist literature” and which he considered to belong without a 

doubt “ to the realm of the frightening, of what evokes fear and dread” (123). The fact that he 

was “impelled” to conduct such an investigation recalls Kieślowski‟s insistence on the film as 

being about “emotions”, that which is often inexplicable, and the idea of fate and unseen forces 

influencing our lives. Although the film may not be limited to these ideas, they certainly play an 

important role in the experience of watching the film. And as I have attempted to ground in 

theory a film at times more about experiences and emotions than ideas, Freud used 

psychoanalysis to try to explain a concept that by its very nature resists explanation.  

Freud conducts his discussion of the uncanny in conjunction with literature, but one must 

ask the question of whether or not his theory of the uncanny can also be applied to cinema. Susan 

E. Linville does so successfully in her work History Films, Women, and Freud’s Uncanny and 

although I discovered her book after the conception of my own idea to look at Kieślowski‟s film 

through Freud‟s concept of the Uncanny, I use her work here as a legitimization of my own 

research and of what I hope to accomplish in this analysis. 

Freud begins his essay with a discussion of works previously published on the Uncanny. 

He claims that “In the medico-psychological literature I know only one study on the subject, that 

of E. Jentsch; and this while rich in content, is not exhaustive” (123). He acknowledges Jentsch‟s 
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work and evaluates it, but implies that his own study will go much further into the realm of the 

Uncanny; for this reason, along with his status as the father of psychoanalysis, Freud‟s theory of 

the Uncanny remains the more important of the two. Freud notes that “Jentsch stresses as one of 

the difficulties attendant upon the study of the uncanny, the fact that people differ greatly in their 

sensitivity to this kind of feeling” and admits his own insensitivity to the sensation, at once 

distancing himself from it and implicating himself in the discussion of it (124).  

Before any serious investigation into the Uncanny can be conducted, Freud provides the 

requisite attempt at an explanation of what is largely unexplainable. He states that “There are 

thus two courses open to us: either we can investigate the semantic content that has accrued to 

the German word unheimlich…or we can assemble whatever it is about persons and things, sense 

impressions, experiences and situations, that evokes in us a sense of the Uncanny, and then go on 

to infer its hidden nature from what all these have in common” (124). And although he 

prescribes two paths, each, he explains, will lead to the same conclusion, that “The Uncanny is 

that species of the frightening that goes back to what was once well known and had long been 

familiar”. He clarifies that: “It seems obvious that something should be frightening precisely 

because it is unknown and unfamiliar. But of course the converse is not true: not everything new 

and unfamiliar is frightening…something must be added to the novel and the unfamiliar if it is to 

become uncanny.” (125). Part of understanding the Uncanny (the Unheimliche) lies in the 

understanding of its opposite the Heimliche. Freud proceeds to reproduce in its entirety the entry 

for the word „heimlich‟ as found in Daniel Sanders‟ Worterbuch der Deutschen Sprache, which 

includes the following definition: “belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate, 

friendly, etc.” (126). Heimlich, means, on the one hand “what is familiar and agreeable, and on 

the other, what is concealed and kept out of sight. „Unheimlich‟ is customarily used, we are told, 
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as the contrary only of the first signification of „heimlich‟, and not of the second”. What Freud 

finds most interesting in this long entry is that “among the various shades of meaning that are 

recorded for the word heimlich there is one in which it merges with its formal antonym, 

unheimlich, so that what is called heimlich becomes unheimlich” (132).  

 Once there is a basic understanding of what the Unheimliche means, it becomes 

necessary to find and examine cases in real life to which this word and its connotations can be 

applied. For Freud, “an appropriate example to start with” comes from Jentsch, who  

singles out, as an excellent case, „doubt as to whether an apparently animate object really 

is alive and, conversely, whether a lifeless object might not perhaps be animate‟. In this 

connection he refers to the impressions made on us by waxwork figures, ingeniously 

constructed dolls and automata…Now, while not wholly convinced by the author‟s 

arguments, we will take them as a starting point for our own investigation. (135) 

Again drawing on Jentsch‟s work, Freud explains that “we have particularly favourable 

conditions for generating feelings of the uncanny if intellectual uncertainty is aroused as to 

whether something is animate or inanimate, and whether the lifeless bears an excessive likeness 

to the living. With dolls, of course, we are not far from the world of childhood” (140-1). Dolls, 

and more specifically, marionettes, come into play in Véronique. At the school where Véronique 

teaches music, there is one day an assembly during which a puppeteer performs for the children. 

This man, Alexandre, enters strangely into Véronique‟s life, attempting to clandestinely pull her 

strings, so to speak, to manipulate her as he would one of his marionettes. And later, he will 

present to Véronique a new marionette who bears an eerie resemblance to her, and who, it turns 

out has a double of her own, an alternate or back-up for the original. Véronique is 

understandably shaken by her introduction to these dolls, firstly because she is faced with 
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another double of herself, secondly because she is confronted with the inexplicable existence of 

her own double, and thirdly because she finally recognizes Alexandre as (at the very least the 

symbol of) the potentially sinister puppeteer of her own life. The idea of the double is uncanny in 

itself, as will be discussed later, but it is made all the more unnerving by the doubling of a 

doubling, compounding the effects of an already mysterious happening.   

From the discussion of dolls and their questionable status as inanimate, Freud moves to 

the work of E.T.A. Hoffmann, beginning with „The Sand-Man‟, to speak more generally about 

the necessary conditions for the Uncanny to arise: “It is true that the author initially creates a 

kind of uncertainty by preventing us – certainly not unintentionally – from guessing whether he 

is going to take us into the real world or into some fantastic world of his own choosing” (139). 

The uncertainty forms the basis for the existence of the Uncanny, which Freud explains in 

saying, “…an uncanny effect often arises when the boundary between reality and fantasy is 

blurred, when we are faced with the reality of something that we have until now considered 

imaginary” (150). We learn that it is this gray area which becomes the breeding ground for that 

which is uncanny. Freud also makes the point that “…the realm of the imagination depends for 

its validity on its contents being exempt from the reality test. The apparently paradoxical upshot 

of this is that many things that would be uncanny if they occurred in real life are not uncanny in 

literature, and that in literature there are many opportunities to achieve uncanny effects that are 

absent in real life” (155-6). Here he points to the special way by which literature can create a 

profound sense of the Uncanny and as consequence, cinema as well. Freud also emphasizes the 

choice that the writer makes in each case, stating that, “Among the many liberties that the 

creative writer can allow himself is that of choosing whether to present a world that conforms 
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with the reader‟s familiar reality or one that in some way deviates from it. We accept his choice 

in every case” (156).  

 Thus we must first ask ourselves questions which pertain to Kieślowski‟s choices as 

writer and director, and thus, creator of the world in which Weronika and Véronique co-exist. 

Although his film is a work of fiction, we must decide whether Kieślowski has abandoned reality 

to allow for the existence of the two women or whether their mirrored existence isn‟t just a 

strange, or uncanny, occurrence in a world that is otherwise grounded in reality. Because the 

events of the film arouse a sense of the uncanny in the viewer, one could immediately conclude 

that Kieślowski has created a realistic world, which, according to Freud, is a necessary condition 

for the uncanny to be produced. This presupposition would actually be quite logical in 

conjunction with a film defined by “emotions”. But we can also turn to more concrete evidence 

of Kieślowski‟s intentions in order to further investigate the effects of the uncanny.  

 In the interview which became the book Kieślowski on Kieślowski, Kieślowski speaks 

about Véronique‟s “feet [being] planted on the ground”. He introduces this idea by first referring 

to some negative points of the film and its structure and how what one might consider a 

“mistake” actually serves an important purpose: 

The French part is, I believe, too long by about five or six minutes. Unfortunately I didn‟t 

have time to cut it down. There are flaws in the script, too, which were bound to emerge 

in the finished film – especially in the French part. There are a lot of mistakes like that. 

For example, it‟s an obvious mistake to have introduced one particular, very short, 

secondary plot, which I had to leave in the film. It‟s short in the film but it was long in 

the script and I shot a lot of scenes for it. It‟s the plot about Véronique‟s friend, a very 

broad plot in the script. It seemed quite well constructed and we thought it would be a 
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driving force for about one third of the film‟s action. Then it turned out that it wasn‟t a 

good driving force after all, and that it should be cut out. I threw it out of the film 

completely but then it turned out that the heroine no longer had her feet planted on the 

ground, she was always somewhere a few inches up in the air. Only the soul existed for 

her, only premonitions, only a certain magic. I simply had to reinsert that divorce plot so 

as to pull Véronique down to earth, to have her agree, for example, to appear in court, 

bear false witness against someone and in this way become a normal human being again. 

It fulfilled its purpose. Nevertheless, it‟s a completely artificial thread in the film. But at 

least for a moment you feel that Véronique could be your friend, she could be your 

neighbour; she isn‟t somebody whose head is forever up in the clouds. (Stok 186) 

We learn several important things from this anecdote. First, that Kieślowski made the conscious 

decision to securely ground Véronique in the so-called real world in spite of the somewhat 

supernatural events that will come to surround her life. Secondly, we see that Véronique is 

intended to be (at least comparable to) a real person. She is not a mythical creature, nor a fairy 

tale heroine. She is a woman who has a real and seemingly normal life and, particularly since she 

is unaware of the connection, is not defined by the fact that she has a double in the world. She 

agrees to testify in a divorce trial on behalf of her friend Catherine, deliberately agreeing to lie 

for her. Choosing to lie is not irrefutable evidence of the plausibility of a character, but it does 

show that Véronique is not a freak of nature, a mere walking reflection; she has friends and 

flaws, and in this way remains at least somewhat realistically grounded.  

It is not by chance that I evoke the fairy tale. This literary genre plays an important role 

in Freud‟s argumentation
3
. He uses the fairy tale as a contrast to other forms of fiction that 

                                                
3 It was not uncommon for Freud to use literature (and mythology) as comparative material, drawing from, for 

example, Sophocles‟ Oedipus Rex for his theories on psychosexual development, specifically the Oedipus complex. 



 26 

produce effects of the Uncanny. He tells us that, unlike other literary genres, “The world of the 

fairy tale…abandons the basis of reality right from the start and openly commits itself to the 

acceptance of animistic beliefs”, and is therefore unsuitable to produce uncanny effects (156).  In 

contrast, if a writer of fiction has 

to all appearance taken up his stance on the ground of common reality…he adopts all the 

conditions that apply to the emergence of the uncanny in normal experience; whatever 

has an uncanny effect in real life has the same in literature. But the writer can intensify 

and multiply this effect far beyond what is feasible in normal experience; in his stories he 

can make things happen that one would never, or only rarely, experience in real life. In a 

sense, then, he betrays us to a superstition we thought we had „surmounted‟, he tricks us 

by promising us everyday reality and then going beyond it. (156-7)  

By looking at other genres of fiction as being in opposition to the unique case of the fairy tale, 

we can further make the argument for its basis in reality; that is to say, because Véronique does 

not live in a fantastical world where magical events are commonplace, we can further cement her 

existence in a plausible reality comparable to our own. And the more we are able to concretely 

situate her world in reality, the more easily we can argue for the legitimacy of the uncanny 

effects created by the strange occurrences in this world. Since Kieślowski seemingly takes up 

this “stance on the ground of common reality”, he creates the perfect situation for the Uncanny to 

arise; he presents a conceivable and believable world and then introduces a strange and 

inexplicable circumstance, first establishing the necessary conditions for the Uncanny to be 

experienced and then using this to create such an effect. 

As mentioned above, another key source of the Uncanny comes in the form of the double, 

or Doppelgänger, which is eerily appropriate for the film in question. Commenting on E.T.A. 
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Hoffmann‟s „The Elixirs of the Devil‟, Freud explains the idea of doubles and their relationships 

to one another. In general, the term Doppelgänger refers to any two people who look alike and 

who therefore “have to be regarded as identical” (141). But two such people are connected by 

more than shared physical features; the Doppelgänger myth also posits that a certain more 

psychic bond may exist between doubles, linking their personal experiences and emotions 

through telepathy, conscious or otherwise.   

La Double Vie de Véronique presents us with a clear and undeniable case of the double, 

which can be interpreted, at least in part, with the concept of the Doppelgänger. Weronika sees 

her double, her Doppelgänger, in Krakow and dies soon after, which follows the tradition that 

seeing one‟s double is a harbinger of bad luck or death. Even more strangely, Weronika‟s death 

seems to somehow alert Véronique to her own possible fate should she continue to pursue 

singing. Véronique does not become aware of Weronika‟s existence until much later upon seeing 

a previously unnoticed contact print of a woman who looks exactly like her but is most certainly 

someone other than herself. Nonetheless, Véronique feels a sense of loss upon her double‟s 

death, though she does not necessarily know the source of this sentiment. Her sudden decision to 

stop singing seems to come exclusively from an unspoken and inexplicable warning, perhaps 

from Weronika herself. Just as twins are often said to share the thoughts and feelings of one 

another even when far apart, Véronique receives something from Weronika, though we cannot 

ever be sure exactly what this is; when her lover asks, “Qu‟est-ce qu‟il y a? Tu es triste?”, she 

replies, “Non…je ne sais pas pourquoi, comme si j‟avais du chagrin”.  

 Freud explores the idea of the double even further:  

The double was originally an insurance against the extinction of the self or, as Rank puts 

it, „an energetic denial of the power of death‟, and it seems likely that the „immortal‟ soul 
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was the first double of the body. The invention of such doubling as a defence against 

annihilation has a counterpart in the language of dreams, which is fond of expressing the 

idea of castration by duplicating or multiplying the genital symbol…But these ideas arose 

on the soil of boundless self-love, the primordial narcissism that dominates the mental 

life of both the child and primitive man, and when this phase is surmounted, the meaning 

of the „double‟ changes: having once been an assurance of immortality, it becomes the 

uncanny harbinger of death…the concept of the double need not disappear along with its 

primitive narcissism: it may acquire a new content from later stages in the evolution of 

the ego. (142) 

Weronika‟s encounter with her double follows the more modern interpretation, by which her 

double is not an “assurance if immortality” but instead “the uncanny harbinger of death”. 

Véronique, on the other hand, profits from the existence of her double, even if she is not 

immediately aware of Weronika or how she is affected by her. In Véronique‟s case, her double is 

in fact a guard against death, because Weronika‟s death foreshadows her own and gives her the 

opportunity to change her fate, even if she does not realize the true reason for her decision. The 

double also elicits a feeling of the Uncanny because it is a repetition, which can also create such 

a feeling.  In another set of experiences we have no difficulty in recognizing that it is only the 

factor of unintended repetition that transforms what would otherwise seem quite harmless into 

something uncanny and forces us to entertain the idea of the fateful and the inescapable, when 

we would normally speak of „chance‟” (144). Although Freud is no longer referring to the idea 

of the Doppelgänger, we can still make a connection between the two concepts. Both Véronique 

and Weronika are non-threatening, harmless even, individually, but their co-existence is what 

unnerves the viewer, what creates a certain disquieting sensation. This genre of repetition 
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belongs to the realm of a reoccurrence of a number, for example, or the experience of thinking of 

a certain person moments before he or she calls. Maybe coincidences, maybe more, such 

instances still arouse something in us and again, relate back to the themes of fate or chance, 

which are both important elements in Kieślowski‟s work. 

 Death, because it has and still does remain quite mysterious to us, becomes a component 

of the Uncanny equation. Freud reminds us that “Our unconscious is still as unreceptive as ever 

to the idea of our own mortality” and explains that “…it is not surprising that the primitive fear 

of the dead is still so potent in us…it is probably still informed by the old idea that whoever dies 

becomes the enemy of the survivor intent upon carrying him off with him to share his new 

existence” (148-9). Freud also returns to the question of reality and how an author‟s choices can 

affect the possibility of the occurrence of the Uncanny: “The imaginative writer may have 

invented a world that, while less fantastic than that of the fairy tale, differs from the real world in 

that it involves supernatural entities such as demons or spirits of the dead. Within the limits set 

by the presuppositions of this literary reality, such figures forfeit any uncanny quality that might 

otherwise attach to them” (149). Kieślowski‟s world contains neither demons – although 

Alexandre the puppeteer becomes something of a sinister figure toward the end of the film – nor 

direct mention of spirits, but the film, as a visual medium, does offer one instance where we must 

at least consider the existence of the spiritual world and its connection to our reality. This 

instance comes at the moment of Weronika‟s death. Nothing in the scene itself suggests anything 

beyond a young woman‟s sudden collapse on stage during her solo, but the omniscient eye of the 

camera offers a different glimpse of the scene.  

We see much of the concert from Weronika‟s perspective, viewing the other soloist, the 

conductor, and the audience through her eyes. But we are also able to look at her directly, 
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recognizing the onset of visible signs of the toll that singing is taking on her body. Looking at 

her, we see the first suggestion of her imminent collapse and we then return immediately to her 

point of view. The camera wavers, showing the audience, the conductor, and the ceiling in a 

confused and unstable shot until finally we see the wooden planks of the stage and hear the thud 

of Weronika‟s body hitting the ground. We are shown nothing but these planks for several 

moments until a disorienting shot which moves closely over the heads of the members of the 

audience, suggesting flight. Suddenly, we seem to be at the back of the auditorium, observing 

from on high the panic now ensuing on stage. People rush to Weronika‟s aid and then we return 

to the stage with a close-up of a hand on Weronika‟s wrist, checking for a pulse. “She‟s dead,” a 

man calmly states in Polish. Another second or two of his grip on her wrist and the next thing we 

see is earth and darkness. The camera moves and some light enters the shot. We see people 

gathered around, looking down on us and realize that our impossible perspective is that of 

Weronika in her grave. The mourners begin to drop handfuls of dirt onto the coffin, gradually 

obscuring our already impossible view. Eventually there is only darkness and the sound of more 

dirt raining down. We cannot be sure exactly what has transpired, whether we have witnessed 

Weronika‟s soul leaving her body. This is merely one interpretation of the scene; we have no 

evidence but the suggestion of the presence of Weronika‟s spirit.  Therefore, I contend that this 

uniquely filmed scene does not remove the film‟s world from reality, but becomes another 

strange and inexplicable instance made all the more uncanny by its occurrence in a 

predominantly realistic world. 

 Leading to the conclusion of his theoretical essay, Freud heads back in the direction of 

psychoanalytic theory. He asserts that the Uncanny arises from that which is frightening because 

it was once repressed, but has come back to the surface:  
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…if psychoanalytic theory is right in asserting that every affect rising from an emotional 

impulse – of whatever kind – is converted into fear by being repressed, if follows that 

among those things that are felt to be frightening there must be one group in which it can 

be shown that the frightening element is something that has been repressed and now 

returns. This species of the frightening would then constitute the uncanny, and it would 

be immaterial whether it was itself frightening or arose from another affect. (148) 

This can relate back to the primitive and narcissistic creation of the double, but is more 

appropriate to the film in a different sense, which Freud explains in saying:  

…if this really is the secret nature of the uncanny, we can understand why German usage 

allows the familiar (das Heimliche, the „homely‟) to switch to its opposite, the uncanny 

(das Unheimliche, the „unhomely‟), for this uncanny element is actually nothing new or 

strange but something that was long familiar to the psyche and was estranged from it only 

through being repressed. The link with repression now illuminates Schelling‟s definition 

of the uncanny as „something that should have remained hidden and has come into the 

open‟. (148) 

It is precisely Schelling‟s definition of the uncanny which permits us to make the connection 

between repression and the case of Weronika and Véronique. I do not intend to imply that the 

two women knew about one another, but repressed this knowledge, only to be confronted with it 

later in their lives. What I mean is that the uncanny effect which is felt by the viewer is also 

aroused in Weronika and Véronique only because it “should have remained hidden and has come 

into the open”. Just as the double creates a sense of the Uncanny where there might not otherwise 

be one, the exposure of the existence of Weronika to Véronique, and vice versa, awakens a 

cognizance of what is uncanny that might otherwise never have been experienced.   
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 Along with a direct incorporation of Freud‟s essay, we can also consider Hélène Cixous 

reading of The Uncanny, as presented in her own essay “Fiction and Its Phantoms: A Reading of 

Freud‟s Das Unheimliche”, in order to effect a slight shift in perspective. Cixous exploits the 

relationship between the Heimliche and ideas of „home‟, which Freud presented in his 

reproduction of entries from reference works. She writes:  

Liebe ist Heimweh: Love is a yearning for a country, according to popular wisdom. 

Heimweh: a yearning for a country…But this yearning is also the yearning which renders 

the country for you a point of destiny. Which country? The one from which we come, 

“the place where everyone dwelt once upon a time and in the beginning.” The country 

from which we come is always the one to which we are returning. You are on the return 

road…You have already passed through here: you recognize the landscape. You have 

always been on the return road. Why is it that the maternal landscape, the heimisch, and 

the familiar become so disquieting? The answer is less buried than we might suspect. The 

obliteration of any separation, the realization of the desire which in itself obliterates a 

limit; all that which, in effecting the movement of life in reality, allows us to come closer 

to a goal, the short cuts, the crossing accomplished especially at the end of our lives; all 

that which overcomes, shortens, economizes, and assures satisfaction appears to affirm 

the life forces. All of that has another face turned toward death which is the detour of life. 

The abbreviating effect which affirms life asserts death. (544-5) 

Her discussion of the Uncanny leads to a reflection on origins and returns. Surprisingly, this 

portion of her reading recalls Kieślowski‟s own meditation on the idea of home and the 

importance of returning, which was cited in Chapter 1. We find that Kieślowski‟s yearning for 

his country, as well as Véronique‟s return to her father‟s home, can fit into a discussion of the 
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Uncanny. Even the familiar path towards home can be a source of disquietude when we see its 

unfamiliar face, when the boundary between these two sides becomes unclear or disappears 

altogether. What was once familiar somehow becomes unfamiliar and therefore becomes a 

source of anxiety. Véronique is not the same when she returns to her father‟s house. She has 

been exposed to strange and sometimes sinister events and is no longer unaware of the 

possibility of unseen forces having a hand in her fate. She cannot unsee the photograph of her 

other self, nor can she pretend she has not been manipulated by Alexandre. She returns home, 

but cannot escape the idea of her own mortality. Cixous contends that “…if one considers the 

Unheimliche as a form of which one branch points in the direction of the uncanny and the other 

in the direction of an anxiety, one sees, at the extreme end of the uncanny, fiction pointing 

toward the unknown: what is newest in the new, through which it is in part linked with death” 

(547). She links the uncanny to the unknown and thus ties it to the idea of death, because what 

awaits us after death, if anything, remains the great unknown of our existence. And Véronique‟s 

brush with death, so to speak, becomes one of the greatest sources of her own anxiety. 

 Cixous next enters into her own discussion of the „double‟, first marking fiction as the 

double of the Unheimliche. “Neither real nor fictitious,” she says, “„fiction‟ is a secretion of 

death, an anticipation of nonrepresentation, a doll, a hybrid body composed of language and 

silence that in the movement which turns it and which it turns, invents doubles, and death” (548). 

And earlier in her discourse, she explains that 

…historically the double feeds on the offspring cast off by the self through critical 

solicitation, an incorporation whose phantasm gives rise, in its turn, to the metaphor of a 

disquieting consummation: the double thus also absorbs the unrealized eventualities of 

our destiny which the imagination refuses to let go. If this self is considered from a 
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theoretical point of view and presented descriptively it leads back to all that is lodged 

there, to the Lacanian “imaginaire”. It produces, particularly in the reading, the ghostly 

figure of nonfulfillment and repression, and not the double as counterpart or reflection, 

but rather the doll that is neither dead nor alive. (539-40) 

If we follow her example, we can read Weronika as the “ghostly figure of nonfulfillment and 

repression” because her life is cut short and so she is never able to actualize all of the potential 

outcomes of her life. After her death, she can only belong to the realm of the imaginary and can 

no longer be seen as Véronique‟s reflection. As a consequence, Véronique must “absorb” her 

double and her “unrealized eventualities”. In this scenario, we must adhere to the timeline 

presented by the film and cease to consider their lives as simultaneous, parallel and reflecting.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS, AND WHAT VERONIQUE FOUND THERE 

The repeated image (or suggestion) of the mirror cannot be neglected in a reading of La 

Double Vie de Véronique. When regarded as a whole, the film‟s structural division allows for a 

fairly clear distinction between the lives of Weronika and Véronique, respectively. That is not to 

say that the life of one does not affect that of the other; clearly, the opposite is true. At several 

points throughout the film, the two lives bleed into one another. When Véronique feels a sudden 

and inexplicable sense of loss following the death of Weronika, the way in which the two women 

affect each other, although unexplained, is made evident. And Véronique‟s subsequent decision 

to end her singing career, based solely on a mysterious feeling, serves as further proof of the 

connection between her and her counterpart. When each of the women is faced with visual 

evidence of the other, the threads connecting their uncanny co-existence are reinforced; for 

example, when Weronika sees Véronique boarding a tour bus in Krakow or when Véronique, 

aided by Alexandre, finally sees the photo negative she unknowingly took of Weronika, the 

colors of their lives clearly run together. In spite of the indisputable ties, Kieślowski still divides 

the film in a way that allows both women to have their own lives, however briefly. In this way, 

the first and second parts of the film (the two “halves”) can be seen as reflections of one another, 

created by the metaphorical mirror between them; that is to say, the clear structural division of 

the film permits the comparison between the first and second sections and, thus, establishes the 

idea of these two “halves” as reflections of one another.  

And in considering the film in this manner, one recalls Alice‟s journey Through the 

Looking-Glass. This connection does not go unnoticed by critics; Jonathan Romney, for 

example, borrows this title for his brief reflection on Véronique and goes on to discuss the film‟s 

element of “self-reflexivity” (13). Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There, a 
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continuation of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, presents us with Alice‟s second passage from 

her own world to that of Wonderland, this time through the medium of a mirror instead of a 

rabbit hole. She belongs on one side of the looking glass, but is able to traverse this boundary in 

order to experience what exists on the other side. Véronique‟s story, unlike Weronika‟s, follows 

a comparable trajectory. She lives in France, but finds herself in Poland as a tourist, effectively 

entering into the life of her double, of her reflection. Here one can argue that it is Véronique who 

is the original and Weronika the double, because Véronique‟s life seems to be somewhat 

privileged over that of Weronika; she lives while Weronika dies and even profits from her death, 

subconsciously taking it as a warning of her own. Her precedence over Weronika is also 

evidenced in the film‟s structure, through which her story is allotted two-thirds of the running 

time, while Weronika‟s story comprises only one third. This leads to the question of whether this 

uneven division also favors France over Poland if the two women represent their respective 

countries. However, if one takes into account the doppelgänger myth, the opposite scenario 

would be more appropriate; Weronika sees her double and this is the event that acts as the 

harbinger of her death, which will occur not long afterward. Along with the structural division of 

the film, which can be seen as the locus of the mirror, there is also a moment in the film which 

acts as a mirror. This moment comes in the form of the chance “meeting” between Weronika and 

Véronique.  

 In a lively square somewhere in Krakow, Poland, Weronika stops suddenly and stares 

ahead. We see a group of tourists gathered outside of a bus, but still cannot be sure what about 

them has captured Weronika‟s attention. The tourists are herded back to the bus and we are made 

aware of what has drawn Weronika‟s gaze. A woman, identical to Weronika, is being led back 

onto the bus, hurriedly snapping photos with her camera. She finds her seat but continues to take 
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pictures through the large windows of the bus. We are given a brief glimpse of Weronika‟s face, 

which is marked with a strange expression lying somewhere between perplexity and amused 

complicity. Véronique continues to take pictures but never becomes aware of Weronika. From a 

perspective inside the bus, but perhaps not directly that of Véronique, we see Weronika again, 

seeming to wait for an explanation or some form of recognition on the part of her double. We 

learn later that Véronique has inadvertently captured Weronika on film, but at the moment when 

that photo is taken, she displays no awareness of Weronika‟s presence. In this scene, the two 

women are essentially separated by four mirror objects. Firstly, there is the camera lens, through 

which the scene is filmed. The two women are never shown in the same shot. The eye of the 

director moves back and forth between them, but never captures them together. Secondly, there 

are the actual eyes of Weronika and Véronique. Weronika sees Véronique, but cannot 

necessarily believe what her own vision has shown her. And Véronique remains oblivious, her 

eyes never directly landing on Weronika. We then have Véronique‟s camera, which is the only 

thing that sees Weronika and later offers the only evidence of her existence. Lastly, we must 

consider the window of the tour bus. Weronika, for the most part, sees Véronique through this 

glass, creating the possibility in her mind that what she sees is really her own reflection. The 

glass also acts as a physical barrier between the two women, doubling the effect of Véronique‟s 

camera lens as a marked separation.  

Discussion of mirrors and mirror-like objects leads us to another important theoretical 

framework through which we can examine La Double Vie de Véronique. This theory comes from 

Gilles Deleuze and his concept of the crystal-image, of the actual and the virtual, in cinema. 

About the image, he says: 
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…we can say that the actual image itself has a virtual image which corresponds to it like 

a double or a reflection. In Bergsonian terms, the real object is reflected in a mirror-

image as in the virtual object which, from its side and simultaneously, envelops or 

reflects the real: there is „coalescence‟ between the two. There is a formation of an image 

with two sides, actual and virtual. It is as if an image in a mirror, photo or postcard came 

to life, assumed independence and passed into the actual, even if this meant that the 

actual image returned into the mirror and resumed its place in the postcard or photo, 

following a double movement of liberation and capture. (66-7) 

Emma Wilson explores more profoundly Deleuze‟s concept of „l‟image-cristal‟, and 

credits Vincent Amiel with originally linking this idea to Kieślowski‟s filmmaking (6). But 

Wilson counters Amiel‟s reading of Kieślowski, contending that  

Kieślowski‟s cinema is far from mimetic in any conventional sense. Rather than opening 

a window onto the world, Kieślowski sets up a mirror to his own filmmaking, reflecting 

on cinematic representation itself and its capacity to visualize duration, memory and 

psychic states. This leads him not to reveal a truth about the world, but rather to dissect 

the ways in which cinematic misrepresentations and distortions can be aligned with 

mental and psychic misperceptions and delusions. (7) 

Wilson tells us that Deleuze “shows how modern cinema has moved beyond the use of specific 

devices: flashbacks, fades, slow motion and so on, which clearly signal the distinction between 

the actual and the virtual. Modern cinema renders these divisions and distinctions increasingly 

unclear, and stresses the entire equivalence of actual and virtual. The „image-cristal‟ may still 

represent or reflect two orders of representation…but it renders the relation between them, and 

their hierarchy, uncertain and unstable” (7). Wilson points out that in his work on cinema, 
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Deleuze “overlooks questions relating to psychoanalytic theory” (9). It is here that she briefly, 

and superficially, evokes Freud‟s essay on The Uncanny. She uses it merely to fill what she sees 

as a gap in Deleuze cinematic theories. Wilson returns to her reflection on the crystal image in 

La Double Vie de Véronique, surmising that “As we view the film more and more consciously I 

think it becomes clearer that Kieślowski is intent on creating a discourse about the image, and 

most specifically about the image viewed through glass, the image reflected in glass, in 

translucent material and in reflective surfaces” (13). She continues, relating Kieślowski‟s work 

more definitively to Deleuze‟s theory:  

In some senses Kieślowski is true to Deleuze‟s definition of the „image-cristal‟: in his 

correlation of images shot through glass and images reflected in glass, he would seem to 

associate the virtual and the actual, and to remind us that the cinematic image itself, 

where a view is focused through a lens, necessarily involves an act of mediated vision 

and consequent derealization. But where Kieślowski surpasses Deleuze, in the first place, 

is in his fascination with the very reflexive material, the substances in his films – glass, 

water, plastic, crystal – through which images are seen and in which images are reflected. 

(13) 

As Deleuze and Wilson‟s reading of him highlight, Kieślowski‟s use of reflective surfaces serves 

not only as a way to discuss the relationship between Weronika and Véronique in the film, but 

also as a way to look at the act of filmmaking itself. Wilson finds another lack in Deleuze‟s 

work, concerning “the vicissitudes of spectatorship” (10). She calls into question the role of the 

spectator in relationship to the concept of the crystal-image. She explains that: “Where an ideal, 

or virtual, spectator may actualize in her viewing experience the series of mergers and moves 

between real and imaginary, past and present, dream and fantasy, that the film may reflect in its 
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structure and surface images, there can be no guarantee that any specific spectator will accept the 

series of distortions of perception a film offers” (10). She then highlights the risk that arises 

when the spectator looks for logic in a film that can provide only doubt. Wilson argues that “this 

has specifically been the fate of La Double Vie de Véronique where viewers attempt to 

understand a film which simply does not make sense” (10). Although her assessment seems to 

disparage the film, I do not believe this was her intention. I think that Wilson was simply trying 

to express the difficulty that arises in searching for concrete explanations in a film that does not 

allow them easily, if it all. It was precisely this genre of risk that was discussed in the 

introduction where I attempted to outline the difficulties inherent to the analysis of a film which 

consistently provides more questions than answers. In looking at the parts that make up the film, 

however, we are able to avoid some of the dangers that would accompany an overarching 

analysis, fitting certain pieces into a framework without trying to necessarily understand the film 

as a whole. 

 It is the image of the mirror and its connotations that creates a special lens through which 

we can view the film. Véronique first sees Alexandre‟s puppet show through a mirror, effectively 

watching the reflection of an event that is already a reflection of her own reality. She will later 

watch through a glass door as Alexandre searches for her, hiding behind it but also gazing 

through it. Véronique at one point dreams a scene in which she is on a train, which is seemingly, 

in Emma Wilson‟s terms, a “visual echo” of Weronika‟s earlier train ride. Although, Wilson 

points out, since Véronique also travels to Krakow, she could be revisioning her own memory of 

the trip and not necessarily receiving that of Weronika. In any case, this scene which is, however 

one interprets it, repeated, is another instance of a reflection within a reflection. Weronika “looks 

out of the train window…It becomes clear to the viewer that the glass of the train window is 
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warped and literally distorting our vision” and to “add to this effect, Weronika takes a small 

glass or crystal ball from her bag and holds it up to the window so that we see the view now 

reflected and inverted through the convex substance of the ball…Reflected and distorted thus, 

the image on the screen takes on properties of a mirrored reflection in a Flemish painting
4
” (14). 

Like the camera lens, the glass of the window can be looked through or reflect an image, literally 

and figuratively. Although we are seemingly confronted with a plausible fictional reality, we 

realize that the camera can distort what is presented to us, so that we can never get an unfiltered 

view of this reality. Wilson appropriately asks the question of “whether Kieślowski can be said 

to offer his own distorted view of the „image-cristal‟”. She tells us that “In La Double Vie de 

Véronique the indiscernability of the virtual and the actual appears to provoke a loss of meaning, 

and a loss of stable relation to reality, losses which are themselves significant. This can be 

explored most effectively in relation to the thematics of doubling and uncanny ressemblance 

which the film takes in its title and places at its centre” (15). Wilson offers another example of 

mirrors in doubling when she describes Weronika as  

not alone, but shadowed by her reflection in photographs, in glass doors in 

windows…We see always already a double image of Weronika, before it becomes 

evident, as the narrative unfolds, that she has her own living double. In this sense, the 

double life of Weronika is, in the first place, a visual illusion, a shadowing of the 

supposedly actual by the virtual, and an insistent reminder that we as viewers are sharing 

the camera‟s view of a constructed and artificial image. (15) 

                                                
4 Wilson describes Weronika‟s vision as “a small town and a red church with a fine spire and buildings around” 

which she says is “seemingly familiar from the paintings of Van Eyck” (14). Although she does not specify the work 

or works of which she is reminded, she may be referring to, for example, the finely detailed churches found in the 

background of Van Eyck‟s The Adoration of the Lamb. 
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Both Weronika and Véronique find reflections of themselves in their individual lives before ever 

becoming aware of the existence of a real double somewhere in the world. Just as Weronika is 

constantly doubled in reflective surfaces, Véronique, too, comes face to face with a visual 

representation of herself, specifically in the form of the marionnette(s) that Alexandre has 

modeled after her. And, of course, if we are permitted to step back further, we can look at the 

lives of these women as reflections of one another, where either one is the reflection of the other 

or both exist independently, but are perpetually separated literally and figuratively by a piece of 

glass. 

Kieślowski has described La Double Vie de Véronique as a film about “emotions and 

nothing else”, reminding us that, much like emotions themselves, the film does not necessarily 

offer any explanations, only something to be experienced. Nonetheless, there is a certain drive to 

somehow understand Kieślowski and his films, perhaps spurred by a desire to prove false 

Kieślowski‟s seemingly modest view of his own film. Adopting theories like Freud‟s Uncanny or 

Deleuze‟s „image-cristal‟ can provide a theoretical framework that makes analyzing Kieślowski 

a more realistic task. Hélène Cixous‟ mention of Lacan‟s “imaginaire” opens up another path 

that would be interesting to explore, leading, one would imagine, to an incorporation of the 

mirror stage as well in further discussion of Véronique and its use of doubles and mirrors. 

Although much has been said about La Double Vie de Véronique, it sometimes seems that this 

film is neglected in favor of the Trois Couleurs trilogy, that it is seen merely as a bridge between 

Kieślowski‟s earlier and later works. But Véronique is a beautiful, engaging, haunting film that 

deserves to be studied on its own, as well as in conjunction with Bleu, Blanc, and Rouge. I can 

only hope that others will be introduced to this film and feel compelled, as I was, to say 

something about it.  
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It is important to realize that despite Kieślowski‟s insistence on a certain irrationality 

stemming from the “emotions” that make up the film, there is much to be said about Véronique, 

and although it is not easy to analyze a film that at times resists full comprehension by its 

audience, we can and must do the film justice by finding ways to explore it, even if we never 

fully answer our own questions. This line of thinking can be expanded beyond Kieślowski‟s 

films to encompass cinema as a whole, urging not only film students but anyone who views a 

film to look beyond what they see, to begin or continue to regard film as more than 

entertainment, instead considering cinema as an artistic medium that not only delights the senses 

but also reflects reality, revealing truths about our world and ourselves.   
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