The Cremator as a Novel and as a Film

A new integral theme in Czech prose of the 1960s was the depiction of the joint responsibility of ‘everyday Czech people’ for the persecution of Jews during World War II. It was documented in the novels and stories of Josef Škvorecký, Ladislav Grosman and Věra Kalábová. Ladislav Fuks and his novel Spalovač mrtvol also serves as an example of this theme (1967, in English as The Cremator, 1984; in German as Leichenverbrenner, 1987). The extermination of the Jews is not strictly in the center of the action, since the plot of the story concludes sometime at the end of 1939 with a short coda set in May 1945. The film version is somewhat closer to the actual Shoah, since it explicitly portrays the main character Karel Kopfrkingl who is charged with organizing the liquidation and burning of people en masse by the Nazi authorities.
 The film story combines features of black comedy and horror. It is often recognized as a follower of German Expressionist film and also as an example of the Czechoslovak New Wave. Both Ladislav Fuks and the director Juraj Herz worked for a year and half on the screen adaptation of Spalovač mrtvol. Shortly after its premiere in March 1969, the film was banned and remained so until the Velvet Revolution in November 1989.

Ladislav Fuks made his reputation with his first novels Pan Theodor Mundstock (1963, translated into many languages; in German Herr Theodor Mundstock 1964; in English Mr. Theodore Mundstock, 1968) and Variace pro temnou strunu (1966, Variations on a Dark Chord; in German Variationen für eine dunkle Saite, 1967). Pan Theodor Mundstock is set in Nazi-occupied Prague and its protagonist prepares for his expected transport to a concentration camp. Theodore Mundstock is a Jew who, through no fault of his own, finds himself under extreme threat and is trying to defend himself. Ironically, in the end he is killed in a traffic accident; nevertheless, he dies as a victim of the Shoah. 

The main character of Spalovač mrtvol Karel Kopfrkingl, an employee in a crematorium, is even stranger than Fuks’ previous characters, Mundstock or Michal in Variace pro temnou strunu. Also Kopfrkingl is disturbed. Like Mundstock and Michal, he believes that phantoms and mirages do, in truth, exist. In Mundstock’s internal world his imagined doppelgänger, Mon, becomes a reality, in Michal’s world his dead grand-mother’s portrait and a teddy bear named Muk come to life. In a similar way, Kopfrkingl believes that he has been visited by a messenger from Tibet and has been selected as the new Dalai Lama. Unlike Mundstock and Michal, who are outsiders, and introverted characters, Kopfrkingl turns into an aggressor and a murderer. The plot of the novel is concerned with his rise to power, first in the crematorium and later by the planning of the extermination of Jews. 

Kopfrkingl is therefore the opposite of Mundstock and Michal in terms of the protagonist’s relationship to the fictional world. Pan Theodor Mundstock features aggression, assailing the main character unexpectedly from without versus Spalovač mrtvol where aggression arrives just as unexpectedly, yet stems from within the protagonist himself. 

In the novel, as in the film, we can find several figures in almost every chapter that are similar to figurines or puppets: an “elderly fat little man in a stiff white collar with a red bow tie” (starší tlustý mužík s červeným motýlkem a v bílém tvrdém límci), a “very young pinkfaced girl in a black dress” (mladičká růžolící dívka v černých šatech), sometimes with her boyfriend, an “elderly woman in spectacles with a foaming glass of beer” (starší žena v brýlích u sklenice piva), and an arguing couple, a bad-tempered man accompaning his hysteric wife with a long feather in her hat (in the novel the man is stoutish, carrying a stick). In the film version an enigmatic stiff young brunette in black is added. After Peter Hames, this is a stylized picture of Death, “the film’s one concession to art-house cliché.” (Hames, 2005, p. 227) 

The system of names of the protagonists is also curious. The employees in the crematorium are: Vrána (Crow), Fenek (Fennec), Pelikán (Pelican), Lišková (Miss Fox), director Srnec (Roe Deer), Beran (Ram), Zajíc (Hare), Špaček (Starling), the dead people among others Vlk (Wolf), Sýkorová (Ms. Chickadee), Daněk (Fallow Deer), Piskoř (Mudfish)… Also these names may suggest an inhuman and bizarre character of the whole fictional space. The first scene in the novel as in the film is situated in the Predator’s House in the zoo. We can see in detail a leopard and a big snake, a boa constrictor, both in cages. Boa constrictor is “hroznýš”, literally means a terrible animal, in Czech. Immediately afterwards appears a word “pouzdro” (casket). The main character Kopfrkingl says: 

“Co čekat od hroznýše, každý předem ví, vždyť to snad už říká jeho jméno. […] Ale stříbrné pouzdro, to je tajemství. Do poslední chvíle nikdo neví, co takové pouzdro skrývá, až když ho dokonale otevře.” (Fuks, 2003, p. 9) 

“... if one says The Boa constrictor, it’s quite clear. Everybody knows beforehand what to expect from a boa. […] But a silver casket is a mystery. Nobody knows until the last moment what such a casket might contain until it’s completely opened and examined.” (Fuks, 1984, p. 10) 

This scene and these sentences anticipate Kopfrkingl’s hidden perfidy and brutality. 

As is characteristic for the author, the reader finds factual reality mixed with the fantastic and various visions within in the fabric of the text. Spalovač mrtvol indeed verges on a horror story in terms of genre, while from the narratological point of view, the story is unreliable (as stated in The Rhetoric of Fiction by Wayne C. Booth). Thus, the fictional world is depicted in purely personal terms via the unstable perspective of the reality assumed by the protagonist. Only the subtle suggestions within the novel’s text and other more marked signals towards the end, reveal this distance to the reader. For instance in the next to the last page we read:

Mnich se usmál a v té chvíli jako by se panu panu Kopfrkinglovi zamlžil svět. Ale bylo to zamlžení v jeho vlastní duši. (stressed by JH; Fuks, 2003, p. 136) 

The monk gave a smile and at that moment it was as if the world misted over for Mr. Kopfrkingl. But it was a mist in his own soul. (Fuks, 1984, p. 175) 

Similar signals are also noticed in Kafka’s The Trial. The personality of its protagonist Josef K. deteriorates and degenerates step by step. 

However bizarre, psychologically disturbed and insane, Kopfrkingl is not the embodiment of the traditional villain. In essence, he has a petite bourgeois mentality, works carefully, loves music (opera melodies waft from the crematorium), cares for his family, does not drink or smoke, and enjoys speaking in a flowery manner (he calls his cat “čarokrásná”, “enchanting-beauty” and his wife Marie “Lakmé”, Lakmé is the tragic heroine of Léo Delibes’ opera that is placed in the Orient). Rudolf Hrušínský plays the role of Kopfrkingl with a smiling face and a seductive, monotonous tone of voice. He calls his family “my angels”, his profession “noble”, his home “beautiful” and “blessed.” Thus, Kopfrkingl is ‘decent’ as a person, yet is lacking personality and individuality, and thus is a complete conformist. He is ‘the man without qualities’. Characteristically, Kopfrkingl accepts the thoughts and empty phrases which he has previously heard. His hardness and aggressivity is lurking behind all these phrases. It can be recognized in the symbolism of the casket (pouzdro) which is repeatedly mentioned (pp. 9, 61 and 101). He often talks about his “blessed marriage“, “I only have intercourse with my beloved wife”, but in truth he visits the local brothel. He likes to manipulate his family and other people. He respects the law (pp. 8, 38), he says “peace, justice and happiness should reign” and “suffering is an evil we must be rid of, or at least alleviate.” But he abuses all these words and becomes an informer and murderer. 

“Musíme přinášet oběti...” “We must make sacrifies…” “Žijeme ve velké, převratné době a máme zatím ještě moc starostí. Ztrácíme všichni. […] Židé v Německé říši jsou […] vyloučeni... je to zákon a zákony, jak snad víš, musíme ctít...” (Fuks, 2003, p. 134) “We live in a great, revolutionary time, and we still have a lot of worries. We all lose. […] All Jews in the German Reich are […] excluded […] it’s the law, and as you know, we have to respect the law.“ (Fuks, 1984, p. 173)  

This rhetoric strategy is very similar to the Nazi but also to the Communist perpetrators. Kopfrkingl kills his wife, because she is a half Jew and would be an obstacle for his career. He kills his son and in the film also tries to kill his daughter.

Willy Reinke (in the film version Walter Reinke), his friend and former fellow fighter, a Czech German, entices him to become a Nazi. “The Führer is a political genius,” he says, “we will implement a higher moral code, a new world order… you can find at least one drop of German blood in your veins.” Kopfrkingl rejects Reinke at first and repeats the words of his Jewish doctor, Dr. Bettelheim: “Violence never pays… This is 20th century Europe in a civilized world.” After the Munich Agreement and German occupation, he repeats Reinke’s words and joins the Nazi party. He becomes “a poor Germanic soul.” Now he can visit the German Casino in Prague and the gorgeous blonde beauties in it. “The Führer is building a paradise.”

In the novel he begins to speak German and changes his name from Karel to Karl. Reinke is also bilingual, but only in the book.

Maybe Kopfrkingl is himself a victim of his Nazi friend‘s manipulation? Is Kopfrkingl, as a insane man, responsible for his acts? Kopfrkingl seems to be a decent, respectable, peaceful man. But he in fact has a pathological personality. He’s obsessed with death and sexual perversity. Kopfrkingl likes to read sensational morbid news. He calls the crematorium “The temple of death”. “A timetable of death” (a schedule of funerals from the crematorium) hangs in his apartment. He invites his daughter to play Mahler’s Kindertotenlieder, or “something more lively” like the Dance macabre by Saint-Saëns’. The film version in black-and-white underlines these hidden attributes of his. Camera operator Stanislav Milota often used a huge close-up and a special ”fish-eye“ lens that deforms Kopfrkingl’s face and signifies his perversity. 

Kopfrkingl delivers the funeral oration for his wife in the crematorium. This scene is only in the film version. His sentimental words about death as a blessing escalate to aggressive Nazi propaganda: “... only death and the implementation of a propitious new order. The Führer’s new, fortunate Europe and death!” 

The borderline between the world of living people and the world of dead people is not obvious. The figurines in the wax museum in the film version “look so alive”. The skin of the corpse of Miss Strunná is “wonderfully pink.” On the other hand, the living people are often similar to puppets or figurines. Many scenes resemble a collection of curiosities.

Kopfrkingl’s perversity is evident in the film version in the dialogue with the Nazi boss (chief of the SD, Nazi secret police, in Prague). He has to prepare “the gas furnace of the future - equipment for incinerating as many people as possible.”
 Kopfrkingl says: 

“If we had huge furnaces, to hold a hundred, five hundred, a thousand, it could be done in minutes. […] We could quickly liberate all humanity, the whole world. […] In such a huge hall, constantly in operation, once you entered you’d never come out alive.” 

He bubbles over with happiness and loses his self-control. In his imagination, bodies of “the condemned” fall down to the abyss. It is reminiscent of the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch. 

Spalovač mrtvol is probably the only example of Fuks’ prose where sexuality is expressed. The film version intensifies this theme. In the picture frame-workshop Kopfrkingl looks at female nudes. He regularly visits Miss Dagmar in the “massage parlour” (whorehouse). He keeps his eye on the sexual acts in the German Casino. There isn’t any pleasure, enjoyment, emancipation in Kopfrkingl’s sexual behavior. The idea is stressed by the fact that the role of Miss Dagmar the prostitute, and his wife are played by the same actress, Vlasta Chramostová. Kopfrkingl tells Dagmar about his “noble profession” in the crematorium, about his “blessed house” and about a gift for his daughter in the same way he tells his wife. This analogy is underlined that both scenes are juxtaposed and one scene runs into the other. 

On the contrary to his sexual behavior, Kopfrkingl is delighted with death. He admires young dead women in the crematorium. He kills his wife with a smile. Before the murder, she had to put on her black dress and listen to funeral music. 

“Je to tak dokonale pohřební hudba […] Co abych tě, drahá, oběsil?” (Fuks, 2003, pp. 122-123) “It’s such perfect funeral music. […] What if I hanged you, my dear?” (Fuks, 1984, p. 158) 

After the murder, in the film version he bends and laces up her shoe. Then he fills up the cat’s small bowl with milk. In the film, this ceremonial horror scene is anticipated on Christmas Eve, when Kopfrkingl says to his wife: “Why don’t I hang you up among these pretty angels
...” He realizes this ‘joke’ later in fact. He also kills his son, and attempts to murder his daughter in the crematorium. 

Pan Kopfrkingl se usmál a pak řekl: “Má rakev, jaká má být, dost vysokou a širokou, co Milli, aby sis lehl k němu?” (Fuks, 2003, p. 129) 

Mr. Kopfrkingl gave a smile and then he said: “His coffin is as it should be, hight and wide enough. What if you were to lie next to him, Mili?” (Fuks, 1984, p. 166) 
 

He interprets these murderous acts as a liberation of their souls. In the film version, analogously he is getting ready for the mass extermination of the Jews. 

Fuks’ novel skillfully, and even monstrously, paints the fun-house atmosphere as solemnity and stark ornamentation devolved into horror. The entire text is structured as a web of allusions, ciphers and anticipations. For example, the second chapter covers the Kopfrkingl family as they visit a carnival, including a fun-house with frightening scenes from the great plague of 1680 in Prague. The dying and killing which are demonstrated here (hanging, death by battering with a rod) foreshadow Kopfrkingl’s own actions in chapters 13 and 14, when he hangs his wife in the bathroom and batters his son, Mili, with an iron rod in the crematorium. We can find an iron rod several times in the novel and in the film before Mili’s murder. Right before the visit to the fun-house, the reader learns about Mr. Strauss who lost his wife; she died of “consumption of the throat” and his son who died from “scarlet fever” (Fuks, 1984, p. 15), “krční souchotě”, “na spálu” (Fuks, 2003, p. 13, italics L.F.). Once again, this foreshadows both murders, since Kopfrkingl throws a noose around his wife’s neck and burns the body of his son in the crematorium. 

Before he takes Mili away in the crematorium and kills him, he asks “Chceš věneček nebo rakvičku?” “Would you like a vanilla wreath or a coffin with cream?
” (in the novel: only věneček, Fuks, 2003, p. 126) 

In a similar way, before he takes his daughter Zina into crematorium he meets her boyfriend Kája and asks: “Nemáte u sebe fotoaparát? Mohl jste nám udělat snímek na věčnou památku.” “Do you have your camera? A pity, you could have taken a snapshot as an everlasting keepsake.” This scene and Kopfrkingl’s attempt to kill his daugther are only in the film version. Also only in the film are the suicide of his young colleague Mr. Dvořák who hanged himself in the crematorium, and a “nice gravestone” of two children in the cemetery. Kopfrkingl draws Mili’s and Zina’s attention to it. 

The original intention was to move the plot of Spalovač mrtvol into the Sixties and to present the protagonist in the then current political and social situation. “At the end of the film we leap over 30 years – from 1939 to present day – and we will see the main character today.” (interview with Vojtěch Měšťan; Měšťan, 1968, p. 6) After the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, this original intention couldn’t be fulfilled.  

Conclusion: Fuks’ novel and also Fuks’, Herz’ and Milota’s film are constructed very artfully. They are not centered on testimony and documentary accounts, but on a picture of human degradation on a ‘normal level’, yet made more conspicuous by Nazi despotism. Kopfrkingl’s effortless adaptation to the Nazi regime opens the problem of the responsibility of the ‘everyday Czech people’ for the persecution of Jews and for totalitarian regimes. 
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�	 The novel’s conclusion obviously differs from the film, primarily in that the ambulance seemingly takes Kopfrkingl to the sanatorium for the health of his spirit. However, in the film, a German car takes him away from the crematorium to fulfill his supposed “mission.” “You’ve work to do, Mr. Kopfrkingl. Lots of work. For the nation. For mankind. ” “I'll save them all. The whole world.” These and following quotations belongs to the film subtitles.


�	In the book version is mixed Czech and German: “Potřebujeme vyzkoušet taková plynová žároviště, víte, so eine treffliche Gaseinrichtung für die Zukunft.” (Fuks, 2003, p. 131) “We need to try out gas furnaces, you know, so eine treffliche Gaseinrichtung für die Zukunft.” (Fuks, 1984, p. 168)


�	Angels and paradise are another leitmotiv of Fuks’ novel. A German blonde prostitute in the Casino is also an “angel” and the Casino itself a “paradise”. In the until the last scene, three “angels” lead Kopfrkingl out of his apartment house, “with a car standing in front of it. A white car, the car for angels...” (Fuks, 1984, p. 176).


�	Also a wide coffin is anticipated in the text: “Nejlepší jsou rakve, které jsou tak prostorné, že by se tam vešli dva.” (Fuks, 2003, p. 78) “The best coffins are thouse which are capable of taking two,” proclaims Kopfrkingl (Fuks, 1984, p. 99; 


�	Rakvička is a Czech dessert shaped like a small coffin.





