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Tomas SNIEGON

Schindlers List Comes to
Schindler’s Homeland

Oskar Schindler as a Problem
of Czech Historical Culture

rmq%mx&qw List, one of the most influential burt also most con-
troversial films on the Holocaust, came to Europe in February
1994, two months after its first release in the United States. At the
- tme of its first European showing in Vienna on February 16, this
 Steven Spielberg film was already known as a widely discussed and
successful Hollywood project, awarded three Golden Globes in the
Unired States. Only a few weeks later, Sehindler’s List also won seven
Academy Awards. Soon after Vienna, the film came to Germany and
Poland, two countries strongly connected to Oskar Schindler’s life. In
Germany, Schindlers List opened on March 1, 1994 in Frankfure, the
ciry where Oskar Schindler spent the last 16 years of his life.!

In the Czech Republic, the film had an official premiere on March
10 in Prague, with President Viclav Havel as one of the prominent
members of the audience. In this aspecr, the importance of the Czech
_ opening was similar to the German one in Frankfurt, where Presi-
- dent Richard von Weiszicker supporred the event. In the Czech case,
~ however, the film also had a preview showing in the lirtle town of
- Svitavy one day earlier. The reason for this was the fact that it was just
- there, in Svitavy, German Zwittau, that Oskar Schindler was born on
- April 28, 1908.2 At the time of his birth, Zwirttau belonged to Austria-
* Hungary. In 1994, however, Svitavy was a part of the newly-created
. Czech Republic. Between the two dates, during Oskar Schindler’s
- lifetime, the town was included into two other stares — the Republic
+ of Czechoslovakia (1918-1938 and later 1945—1992) and the Third Re-
ich of Adolf Hitler (1938—1945). Thus, until the age of 37, Schindler
already had Austrian, Czechoslovak and German citizenships.




Among more than three million Germans in Czechoslovakia be-
tween the wars, i.e. among those Germans who had never lived on
German territory but who spoke German and not Czech or Slovak
as their mother tongue and kept German culture as their priority,
Oskar Schindler was by no means exceptional. Most of these Sude-
ten Germans® were forced to leave Czechoslovakia soon after the war.
They were punished by Czechoslovak authorities and people for their
carlier support of Adolf Hitler's Germany and its terror and violence
against Czechoslovakia.

"The great success of Schindler’s List, however, made its main hero a
“Good Nazi,” symbolising German goodness that concrasted sharply
with the image of collective guilt of all Germans for the Holocaust. Fur-

thermore, it started a new and extensive discussion about this former

public taboo. Suddenly, Oskar Schindler became the most famous Su-
deten German in the world. Almost fifty years after the end of the Sec-
ond World War, his war-time efforts provoked new and strong feelings
in hishomeland, the Czech Republic. As the film story approached the
real world, the past once again approached the Czech present.

In the film, Schindler’s real roots were never properly mentioned.
Even though he was taking “his” Jews from Cracow to “Czechoslo-
vakia,” and his hometown Zwittau there, he identified himselfin the
simplest possible way in a single dialogue with his accountant during
the very first meeting berween the two men: First, the accountant says
to Schindler: “By the law, I have to ell you, Sir, [ am a Jew.” “Well,
T'am a German,” Schindler answers. In fact, nor only Spielberg, but
even a great majority of viewers and reviewers outside Czech borders,
did not care about Schindler’s real origin. Schindler’ List was a story
of the Holocaust. In this context, nothing else was important. In the
Czech context, however, this ethnic dimension could not be avoided.
As I am going to show, it became the main focus. .

The task of this chapter is to analyse how Schindler’s Listand its Su-
deten German hero fit into the Czech identity building of the 1990s.
In Czech historical culture, Czech-German relations in the past were

highlighted during most of this period. On the one hand, groups in-

the post-Communist Czech Republic indicated very soon after the
Velver Revolution that they wanted to clean its image and right the
wrongs of the past. According o one very early initiative of President

Véclay Havel, the Czechs should even send their excuses to the Su-
deten Germans for war crimes and unnecessary violence during the
wansfer of the Czech Germans in 1945 and 1946. While a general
mansfer! of German minoriries from Ceneral and Eastern Europe to
* Germany and Austria was approved by the Allied powers at Potsdam
~ in 1945, the Czechs considered this officially agreed framework insuf-
" ficient and too slow. Consequently, they organised a more radical and
- violent, so called wild, transfer of the ethnic Germans. Havel’s main
political ideas of “life in truth” and “victory of truth and love over lie
- and harred” could not be harmonised with a continuous traditional
picture of innocent Czechs, seen more or less implicidy as German
- victims. In this idea, the Czechs were supposed o humanize their fus-
ture by uncovering and discussing unpleasant moments of their own
history and seeking reconciliation with their victims. Here, thanks to
- Schindler and the Holocaust, one such opportunity had appeared.
On the other hand, there were voices both inside and outside
 the Czech Republic that feared 2 newly growing influence of the re-
' united Germany in Europe and in the world. For these voices, any
amnesty” for the Nazi crimes during the Second World War was
unacceprable. In the Czech context, such an opinion, perceptible
especially among the oldest generations, was combined with 2 fear
. that the once expelled Suderen Germans could return and claim back
their former properties. In such a context, even the “good German”
Schindler, despite his help to the Jews, became a problematic and
- threatening figure. But who was Oskar Schindler? Who were the
“'main protagonists in this dispute of Czech historical culture, and
‘whar role did che Holocaust actually play in this process?

Oskar Schindler Created by Steven Spielberg |

Schindlers List begins as the story of an unimportant businessman,
‘gambler and womanizer, who ar the right tme sees an opportunity
that only war can offer. He forces some Jews to do business with him
under for them very unfair terms. With the golden badge of the Nazi
-party NSDAP on a flap of his suit, he once says to his wife: “In every
business I tried, I can see it was not me who failed. Something was
missing...” That something was just the war.

Played by Liam Neeson, Oskar Schindler is far from the loser he




once used to be. He is a strong man, always under strict self-control.
He calmly observes the drinking and killing Nazis as if he was not one
of them. He quietly blackmails the Jews as if he did not desperately
need them. Everybody seems to be justa part of his game and he likes
to be the one who decides which move is going to follow. He con-
ducts his plan and nothing seems to stop him; not even the otherwise
strictly toralitarian and bureaucratically pedantic Nazi regime.

It takes almost four years of war to him to finally start to grow so-
ber. A shock from witnessing the total devaseation of the Cracow gher-
to in March 1943 starts to turn his priorities upside down and makes
the former Mr. Black into Mr. Whire. Suddenly, the war means “never
the good, always the bad,” ashe once opens his heart to his accountant
Iechak Stern. He keeps his mental strength, but becomes human. Os-
kar Schindler starts to act. Rumours about his goodness float quick-
ly among the Jews when he creates a haven in his factory, Deutsche
Emailwaren factory. And when he gets to know that his workers are in
danger, he decides to save them by moving from Cracow to Briinnlitz
(Brnénec) near his homerown of Zwittau. The romantic hero fears
nothing: Neither kissing a Jewish woman in public at his own birth-
day party, nor spraying water to thirsty Jews in a train in front of SS
guards. He is driven by a mighty force to save Jews. Oskar Schindler
and lechak Stern put together a list, Schindler’s List, that contains
about 1,200 names. The man who — five minures ago —said he had so
much money he would never be able to use it during his lifetime now

spends a fortune to buy Jewish prisoners, who for other Germans in .

his surroundings are worthless. “The list is an absolute good,” Iechak
Stern concludes when they finish the writing job. “The list is life.”
Schindler’s new factory in Briinnlitz treats the workers even berter
than the one in Cracow. In order to keep the Jews in safety, the com-
pany fakes military production. Instead of producing the goods that
the army desperarely needs, Schindler buys the products of others
and pretends he made them himself. The text on the screen confirms:
“For the seven months it was fully operational, Schindler's Brinnlit
munitions factory was a model of non-production. During this same
period he spent millions of Reichmarks to sustain his workers and

bribe Reich officials.”
The end of the war, however, must come anyway. Schindler goes

bankrupt but manages to fulfil his mission. He is happy, though also
self-critical: “T am a member of the Nazi party. I am an ammunition
manufacturer. I am a profireer of slave labour. I am a criminal,” he
admits in his final speech to “his” Jews. Finally, he takes off his golden
badge of the NSDAP: If he had sold even this, he could have saved
wo more Jewish lives... Only then does he start thinking about him-
self again and leaves the stage to save his own skin.

Schindler’s Identity According to Thomas Keneally
Steven Spielberg based his film on a novel, Schindlers Ark, written by
the Australian writer Thomas Keneally and first published in 1982.
Unlike Spielberg, Keneally indeed dealt with Schindlers Suderen
German origin. Furthermore, according to Keneally’s version, “there
were signs that he wasn't 7ight thinking, though he paid well, was a
good source of scarce commodities, could hold his drink and had
2 slow and sometimes rowdy sense of humour.™ He also suggested
that Schindler was “disaffected with National Socialism.”® Though
he mentioned that he, indeed, “was wearing the Hakenkreuz, the

swastika emblem of Konrad Henlein's Sudeten-German Party;” he
also claimed thar

. theydid nottake it too seriously; it was something young Czech Germans
were wearing thar season. Only the Social Democrats and the Commu-
nists did not sport the badge or subscribe to Heinlein’s party, and, God
knew, Oskar was neither a Communist nor 2 Social Democrar. Oskar
was 2 salesman. All things being equal, when you went into 2 German
company manager’s office wearing the badge, you got the order”

Already by the beginning of the war, in Keneally's understanding,
Schindler took a political position that could be understood as mor-
ally right or at least morally almost non-controversial: “Whatever his
motives for running with Henlein, it seems that as soon as the mili-
tary divisions entered Moravia he suffered an instant disillusionment
with Nartional Socialism.” And more: .

he seems to have expected that the invading power would allow some
brotherly Sudeten Republic to be founded. In a later statement he ar-
gued the new regime’s bullying of the Czech population and the sei-




zure of Czech property appalled him. His documented acts of rebel-
lion would occur very early in che coming world conflict, and there
is no need to doubr that the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia,

proclaimed by Hitler from Hradschin Castle in March 1939, surprised
him with its tyranny.®

While trying to understand the motive for Schindler’s rescue of al- -

most 1,200 Jewish lives during the Second World War, Keneally be-
gan with a look at the history of Schindler’s family. Here, he found
more about the national identity of the Schindlers as well as cheir

religious background, but could nort in Oskar’s family history find
any key to his rescuing impulse:

Hans Schindler, Oskar’s father, approved of the imperial management,
considered himself culturally an Austrian, and spoke German at the ta-
ble, on the telephone, in business, in momenuts of tenderness. Yetwhen

in 1918 Herr Schindler and the members of his family found themselves -

citizens of the Czechoslovak republic of Masaryk and Bene$, it did not
seem to cause any fundamental distress to the father, and seill less to his
ten-year-old son. The child Hitler, according to the man Hitler, was tor-

mented even as a boy by the gulf berween the mystical unity of Austria -

and Germany and their political separation. No such neurosis of disin-
heritance soured Oskar Schindler’s childhood. Czechoslovakia was such

abosky, unravished little dumpling of a republic that the German-speak-

ers took their minority starure with some grace, even if the Depression
and some minor governmental follies would later puta cerrain strain on

the relationship. [...] The family Schindler was Catholic.”

Last, but not least, we can learn more about the environment in
Svitavy during Schindler’s childhood from the following sentences:
“Oskar had a few middle-class Jewish friends, whose parents also sent
them to the German grammar school. These children were not village
Ashkenazim — quirky, Yiddish-speaking, orthodox — but muldlingual
and not-so-ritual sons of Jewish businessmen.”!® In these lines, there
is no mention of Schindler’s relationships with his Czech neighbours
in Svitavy during the earliest periods of his life. We just learn a lirtle
about his depersonalised artitude to the Czechoslovak state. In his
book, and in contrast ro Spielberg’s film, Keneally lets Oskar Schin-
dler’s personality undergo great changes towards humanity, turning

against the goals of the Nazi regime, already before the outbreak of
 the Second World War II.

Early Returns to Czechoslovakia

‘Neither this information about Oskar Schindler, nor a later idea to
:commemorate his act of saving 1,200 Jewish lives during the Holo-

caust by building 2 memuorial to him, came to the Czechoslovak and

Jater Czech public as 2 result of an internal activiey: Keneally's book
-was as little noticed in Communist Czechoslovakia as Schindler him-

self. There were only two exceptions to the rule. The first was when
Israel in the 1960s started to celebrate Schindler as one of “the Right-

ceous,” and the Czechoslovak secret police showed some activity in
‘order to learn more abour the man who had Czech Sudeten-Ger-

‘man roots, a Nazi past, and who received awards from both West
.- Germany and Israel. ' The second event took place two decades later,
in 1986, four years after Thomas Keneally’s book was published and
~well-received by Western critics. The only Czechoslovak newspaper
-or periodical that noticed the book was the literary magazine Svétovd
[literatura ("World Literarure’). This not very influential, but espe-

fally among Czech intellectuals very respected magazine, published

‘a review that — while sdll wrirten under 2 Communist regimie hostile

to both Jews, Sudeten Germans and West Germany — was surpris-
ingly positive to Keneally’s book and ro Oskar Schindler. The article
presented Oskar Schindler’s identity in the following way: “You must
not forget,” the writer quoted one of the so-called Schindler’s Jews,

.. “thar Oskar had not only a German face, bur also a Czech one. He
 was similar to the Good Soldier Schwejk. He loved making fun of the
-regime.”? The writer, Eva Oliveriusovd, admirted that even for her,

Oskar Schindler was a totally unknown man, bur after receiving a let-

‘ter from the regional archive in Svitavy, she finished her review with

a note, confirming that a certain Oskar Schindler really did come to
Brnénec at the end of the Second World War and established a sham

. concentration camp. By this act, she maintained, he saved the lives

of “about 1,200 Polish citizens, mostly of Jewish origin.”
"The lack of Czechoslovak public reactions to the book and every-
thing else about Schindler before the end of the Cold War could first

of all be interpreted as a sign that the Czechoslovak Communist re-




gime never found a reason for considering Oskar Schindler so impor-
tant — and therefore even so dangerous — tha it would have to focus
its propaganda on his personality. Not even the success of Schindlers
Ark, awarded with the prestigious Booker Prize Award for fiction in
1982, made the then Czechoslovak regime take notice of Schindler.
After the fall of Communism in 1989, the first initiatives to cel-
ebrate Schindler came to Czechoslovakia from Germany and Israel.
In 1991, three years before the Czech opening of Schindler’s List, the
German Munich-based organisation “Ackermann-Gemeinde” (AG)
wrote a letter to the Svitavy town councillors and asked whether it
could place a memorial plaque to the honour of Oskar Schindler in
his hometown. The AG was already established in 1946 as a Catho-
lic organisation uniting primarily those Germans who were forced
to leave Czechoslovakia soon after the Second World War. Within
the Sudeten-German movement, the group is considered moderate,
defining itself as seeking understanding, not revenge. Soon after the
lerter from Germany, another letrer came to Svitavy from one of
“Schindler’s Jews,” now living in Israel. This man, a long-time mem-
ber of the Israeli Supreme Courr, had a similar question on whether
it would be possible to erect a Schindler memorial 13 Although both
ideas came to Svitavy almost two years before Steven Spielberg com-
pleted his film, no memorial to Oskar Schindler was officially ap-

proved by the City Council in Svitavy before the success of the &lm
Schindler’s List; that is before the spring of 1994.

“Drive Schindler Out!”
Finally, not only one but two monuments of Oskar Schindler were
established in his hometown. The first, official Czech one was fi-
nanced by the City of Svitavy and was made of stone and iron, while
the second one, 2 memorial plaque, was financed by AG. The first
memorial was commemorated on the same day that Schinders List
was previewed in Svitavy on March 9, 1994. It was not placed on the
house where Schindler was born as was originally planned, but in a
park on the other side of the streer. According to the press, the cur-
rent owners of the house would not allow any memory dedicated to
Schindler to be placed directly on the house, since Schindler, in their

eyes, “was a fascist.” 14

"The fact that an identical text in Czech and German is written

‘on both these memorials, no matrer if originating from the Czech or
‘Sudeten-German side, is very interesting. It goes: “Oskar Schindler.

To an unforgertable rescuer of 1,200 fated Jewish lives.”’* The timing
of the decision by the local authorities indicates that Schindler’s me-

morial was approved even before the citizens of Svitavy had a chance
to see the film and make up their minds about it, and before the dis-
cussion about Oskar Schindler actually started both in Svitavy and
the Czech Republic as-a whole. . .

- Thus, the first strong refusals were related to the memorial at least
as much as ro the film. The strongest refusal in the discussion that fol-
“lowed came from the circles that frequently made ideological use of
history. In:August 1994, the extremist nationalist party, The Assembly
“for the Republic-Czechoslovak Republican Party (SPR-RSC), repre-
-sented in the Czech parliament in Prague, broughe charges against
those who had built the Schindler memorial plaque in Svitavy. The
SPR-RSC accused them of the criminal act of supporting move-
. ments suppressing civil rights and freedoms. “The Republicans,” in
:the words of their party secretary Jan Vik, considered Svitavy’s na-
. dve Schindler nor “a venerable Nazi who had to pay for the Jews to
' redeemn them” or “a good Nazi with a human face” but “2 well-known
Nazi hangman.” While in some contexts, the SPR-RSC stood very
close to neo-Nazis and called for actions especially against the Czech
- Republic’s Romani population, this time, according to Vik, the'party
~considered the unveiling of the memorial plaque to be “a celebration
- of Nazi bestialities” which must receive an immediate and well-de-
-served punishment so that the Nazi and Fascist evil can be “rooted
“out.”®

While Schindler’s Listturned the Czech extreme right against Ger-
~man Nazism, it did not provoke any strong and open antisemitic
feelings. One of very few exceptions was an article “History falsified
“by the Oscars” in the newspaper Republika, published just by the
.SPR-RSC: - _

,
1 am nor going to discuss the fact that the Oscars can hardly be won
by non-Jewish film directors today. I will not question the opinion of
the Jews abour this version of the Holocaust. It is their problem. May-




be they will one day even believe that Eichiann roo was a humanis,
that gas chambers were just a fabrication of the Pan-Slavic movement
and that Theresienstadt was just a peaceful camp for the scouts.

‘from the National Council of an organisation called Kub ceského
” pobraniti (“The Club of the Czech Borderland’); a kind of Czech at-
tempr at counterbalancing the “Sudetendeutsche Landsmanaschaft.”
-Although the organisation defines itself as a “non-party patriotic
movement,” the ideological undertone in Frajd’s articles was obvious
‘when he wrote: “Nobody in the world would stoop so low as to cel-
ebrate his enemy; a representative of the Nazi regime and Germanic
pride.” According to the author, “in order to please the mighty rulers
of today’s Czech Republic,” the Czech liberal press spread Schindler’s
~“fairy rale-ish legend,” looking for an exemplary Sudeten German
they could use for 2 Czech-German murual coming-together.* In the
openly left-wing newspaper Novy zitrek, the same author wrote with
irony: “Why shouldn’® this criminal, swindler, liar and Nazi have his
own memorial? It is sure that the right-wing politicians need some
positive examples even among the members of the Henlein parry.”"

In some basic features, “republican” and “communist” attitudes
were very similar. First, there was a radical attitude without any will
' to compromise, based on a black and white ethnic division between 2
good ~ Czech —and a bad — German — side. In this scheme, there was

“Why is a war criminal presented as a fearless saviour of the Jews?” the
author further asked. “Why not build a monument even to Himmler,
best of all directly in Prague Castle?... To make Schindler a famous
philanthropist was easy. It was enough to put the story into the hands
of Mr. Spielberg, himself a Jew”V

Unlike “the Republicans,” those labelled “Communists” in their
relation to Oskar Schindler were not so strongly connected to the
existing Czech Communist Party that considered itself the successor
of the pre-1989 Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. The top official
representatives of this party, in fact, did not show any public activities
related to Schindler’s List at all. While the SPR-RSC was a politcal
party with a rather clear political ideology and a political platform,
“the Communists” in this context were in face first of all the people
who shared a view of Oskar Schindler and of history; one that cor-
responded with the ideological frame of the former Czechoslovak
regime between 1948 and 1989. :

The first of the two basic standpoints of “the Communists” was
the radical resistance against any “revision” of the facts thar the Su-
deten Germans, including Oskar Schindler, were guilty of treason to
the Czechoslovak state and Czech people during the lare 1930s and
the whole period of the Second World War. According to this version,
the treason against Czechoslovakia excluded a chance that Schindler
could have even a good side, or thar his pro-Nazi view from the begin-
ning of the war could change as he gained better knowledge abour the
Nazi policy against the Jews. The Czech Germans as a whole were said
to deserve to be sent to Germany, including those from Svitavy, where
they comprised an overwhelming majority before the Second World
War. Moreover, in the “communist” arguments both Thomas Keneal-
lyand Steven Spielberg were blamed for “ignorance of the facts” about
Schindler and for “uncritically spreading the false Schindler myth.”
Also Israel was criticised for the same thing, while the entire process of
the Holocaust and its memory after 1945 were left aside.

One example of this kind can be found in articles by Ji#{ Frajdl

also a very unbalanced articude to the Jews and to Israel. When suit-
able, the Jews were used as an argument against Germany and Ger-
mans, but when such a use had fulfilled its role, Jews and their mem-
oty of the Holocaust were refused or criticised withour any deeper
analysis. This, too, was the case of the only organisation of the war
veterans that wanted to participare in the debate. Cesky suez bojovniki
za svobodu (The Czech Union of Freedom Fighters), known under
 the Communist period as The Union of And-Fascist Fighters, issued
a special declaration. Protesting against the memorial plaque to Os-
kar Schindler, the members wrote in March 1994:

Schindler took part in the occupation of our territory in 1938, in the
occupation of the rest of our counuy by military troops on March 15,
1939, in terror against our citizens and at the beginning of the Second
World Was, when 360,000 of our best citizens gave their lives on the
bardlefields, in the resistance movement and in the Nazi concentra-
tion camps [...] During the whole was, he led a luxurious life, profit-

no place for a possible Czech self-reflection. Besides this, there was -




ing from the exploitation of the Jews... Today, we cannot study what

led Oskar Schindler to his activity. If Israel honoured his act, let his

memory stay alive in Isracl and among the Jews who are spread else-
where in the world. But why should a Czech town celebrate a Ger-
man, a Nazi, an agent of the German secret service?®

On the one hand, Jewish victims were here included in the number of
victims as “our best citizens.” On the other hand, however, only “Jews
in Israel and elsewhere in the world” were recommended to honour
Schindler’s act, while Czech Jews and other Czech sympathizers with
Schindler were completely missing in this declaration.

Schindler’s Shadow in the Czech Parliament?
Jitka Gruntovi, a history teacher and historian of the City Museum in
Svitavy, shared a categorical anti-Schindler view. She declared herself
“a fighter against the Schindler myth” already in 2 very early period
of the debate. As she once admirted, she had not seen Schindler’s List
until 1999 at the earliest, but was fighting the Schindler myth already
long before. Thus, her main targets became Keneally”s book and those
who “spread the legend” and supported Schindler’s memorial. Never-

theless, she 100 paid very little artention to the fact that Schindlers Ark ,

was a novel and not a scholarly work on Oskar Schindler. While often
calling for the maintenance of “professional standards” in history as
a scholarly discipline, she never recognised the dual role of history.
Gruntovd thus never separated history as a scholarly discipline from
history as historical consciousness, used by the whole of society and
supposed to satisfy many more needs than just scholarly standards.

She nevertheless became the foremost Czech expert on Schindler's -

life, more exactly on the two periods of his life on Czech territory; that
is, from the time of his birth unil the late 1930s, and the period 1944~
1945 when Schindler brought “his” Jews from Plaszow to Broénec,
near Svitavy. In addition, from a political point of view she was the
most important among all those who reacted to the film, since she was
a member of the Czech Parliament and used history connected to the
“Sudeten German question” even there on some other occasions.

In her book Legendy a fakta o Oskaru Schindlerovi (‘Legends and
Facts about Oskar Schindler’), published in two editions in 1997 and

, .oou.u Jitka Grunrovd presented new evidence about Schindler’s per-
‘sonality and drew four main conclusions. Firstly, Oskar Schindler

was not a man who sympathised with the Nazi regime mainly as part

" of a business strategy. Rather, his sympathy was genuine. In the late

1930s he worked for Germany as an agent against both the Czecho-
slovak Republic and Poland. Gruntov4 brought new evidence about

“how the Czechoslovak police investigated Schindler’s spy activities

and how Schindler himself confessed them already before the begin-
ning of the Second World War. The occupation of Czechoslovakia
and the outbreak of the war saved him from all possible punishments
from the Czechoslovak authorities.?

Secondly, in her research Gruntovi also studied the activites
of Schindler’s factory thar, in fact, was a concentration camp in
Briinnlicz/Brnénec (an affiliaced camp to the main one in Gross-
Rosen) during the period 1944-1945, when “Schindler’s Jews” were
working there. She came to the conclusion that life there was by no
means better than in other similar concentration camps on Czech
territory. The death rate was even among the highest. She addition-
ally showed that the opening of this concentration camp had been
planned even before Schindler’s decision to transport the prisoners
there from Poland, and thus cannot be explained as an individual step
in order to transfer a private business from one place to another. In
that case, Gruntovd concluded, the decision did not emanate from
Schindler's good will. Schindler was not an initiator of it; he just
wanted only to make the best of the situation while the Red Army
was approaching Plaszow.® .

Thirdly, Gruntovd also refused to admit that war production in
Brnénec was only fictitious and that Schindler, in fact, let the pris-
oners fake the war production. According to her, referring to some
Czech witnesses from the area, Schindler’s factory in Brnénec pro-
duced normal weapons for the Third Reich until the very end of the
Second World War I1.22 !

Last, but not least, taking the famous docurment called “Schin-

~ dler’s List,” Gruntové analysed no less than eight different versions

of it that all had a direct connection to “Schindlers” concentration
camp in Brnénec. The very first one, dated October 21, 1944, was
made on the basis of the number of prisoners and contained 700




names. The numbers started with 68,854 and ended with 74,695..
This, according to Gruntovd, did not show any special selection of
the prisoners. A similar case was another list, made on November 12,
1944. All the other lists were written in the following year of 1945 with
two exceptions, which were undated.? On the basis of these lists,
Gruntovd defined several groups of prisoners, reaching a conclusion
that only a minority of them were chosen personally by Schindler. In

such cases, they were people he needed for his various interests, while-

others had been chosen for humane reasons.

Combining her ideological standpoint with her research, once,
commenting the Schindler monument in Svitavy, she stated: “It is a
great shame thar this Nazi has a monument in Svitavy” In the same
interview, she added a comment abour the fact that Oskar Schindler
became one of “the Righteous” in Israel, suggesting a kind of conspir-
acy behind his appraisal: “In the same year, there was an Eichmann

trial in Israel. It was very diplomatic to present a contradictory, i.e.
good German to the world” Schindler, however, was recognised
as Righteous Among the Nations by Yad Vashem in Jsrael in 1967,%

- while the Eichmann trial took place in the same country six years

carlier. Paying no attention to that, and presenting no evidence ar all
on the subject, she repeated this statement several times, even in the
programme “Fakta” on Czech Television in 1999.77

Thanks to her research, Gruntové indeed brought some quire new
facts to light, but even gave the Czech resistance against Schindler

a “scientific ground.” Presenting herself and presented by others as -

a “professional hiscorian,” she became “the Schindler expert” of the

Czech Republic. That helped her to get a lot of attention in various
media — she was asked and quoted in most instances that named the -
Schindler case, in both the daily press and television.?® As takes the |

problems of the “Schindler myth,” as it was presented by Thomas
Keneally and Steven Spielberg, Gruntovd in fact came to a similar

conclusion as American historian David Crowe, the author of the .

first (and so far the only) complete scholarly biography of Oskar -
Schindler that included all periods and places of his life, In fact, Dav- -

id Crowe partly used Gruntovd’s research in his work, t0o. Paradoxi-

cally, however, the two came to quite different conclusions on the

question of whether Schindler saved Jewish lives or not and whether

he deserved any respect at all. Crowe indeed considers Schindlerto be
a hero who saved more than 1,000 Jewish prisoners’ lives. This hero-
ism was not earned by his direct participation with the list, but by
his will to risk his own life and fortune in order to get permission to
‘bring the Jewish prisoners from Plaszow to Brnénec. His decisive act
ook place outside Czech territory (i.e. outside the then Protectorate
Bohemia and Moravia) in 1944, and had nothing to do with his
Czech-German background. .

Formally, Gruntovi was not a member of any political party, but
‘agreed 1o became a candidate for the Communist Party of Bohemia
'and Moravia, a successor to the former totalitarian party from the
Communist period, in various elections on various levels. In 2002,
.still officially politically independent, she even became 2 Communist
‘deputy in the Czech parliament in Prague. In her political opposition
‘against the Sudeten-German “Landsmannschaft,” Jitka Gruntovi
‘even became one of the three deputies who in 2003 initiated 2 new
controversial Czech law praising former Czechoslovak president
Edvard Bene§ and his contribution to the Czechoslovak stare. Even
though the law does not explicitely thank Benes for the “transfer® of
Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia, its proposal was presented ar
a time when the Czech campaign against new activiries and demands
fthe Sudeten-German organisation reached its peak in the post-Cold
War Czech Republic. During the pre-¢lecdon campaign to Czech
parliamentary elections in 2002, the anti-Sudeten arguments played
“an important role, and in the 2003 presidential elections the new
- Czech president Viclav Klaus, who replaced outgoing Viclay Havel,
was partly elected due to his intensive anti-Sudeten propaganda. In
cthis way Klaus, as a conservative candidate representing Czech post-
mmunist capitalist thinking, was even able to get votes from the
eputies of the Communist Party, including Jitka Gruntovd. The law
out Bene$ was widely understood and discussed as just another
emonstration of the Czech official non-compromise attitude and
efusal of self-reflexion on the Sudeten-German question.

In several dozen articles, published during the whole first decade
after 1993 and written either directly by her, or at least containing
er quotes and comments, Jitka Gruntov4 never placed Schindler in
ther contexts than the Czech-German one; never used testimonies



of other witnesses bur the Czech ones, and never analysed him within
a2 Holocaust narrative. She also admitted thar her attitude to Schin-
dler included even very personal, existential aspects. As interviewed
for the TV documentary film Zatykat na Oskara Schindlera (Arrest

Warrant for Oskar Schindler), she compared the story of her own
family to Schindlers, saying:

Invisible Schindler Histories — Fear, Hesitation

: and Compromise

-With regard to Czech scholars, it might seem surprising thar all
“heavyweights” among the historians were completely absent from
-the discussion. While there were very few of them who could be de-
-scribed as Holocaust researchers, many specialised in Czech-German
‘relations. There was, for example, a special commission of Czecho-
slovak and German historians, established before Czechoslovakiz’s
"breakdown in the early 1990s by the ministers for foreign affairs, and
-later contnuing its work, divided into Czech-German and Slovak-
-German commissions. However, none of its Czech members found
it worthwhile to present their opinion in connection with Schin-
“dler’s List in the Czech media, even though many of the discussed
subjects obviously would have been relevant even for these histori-
ans. None of the historians who in 2002 wrote the widely discussed
ook Rozumét déjindm (“To Understand History’) about the Czech-
Germans in Czechoslovakia (acrually written as an order from the
Czech government in its campaign against Jorg Haider in Austria
and the Suderen-German “Landsmannschaft” in Bayern, Germany)
howed any activity: Due to this absence, any broader scholarly per-
pective than the one suggested by Jitka Gruntové was missing, The
eason may be that the main task for historians, according to Czech -
tandards at thar time, was to write “real history” based on archive
materials and source criticism, and not participate in media discus-
lons. For a long time, it was only Gruntovd who was dealing with
rimary sources about Schindler. In 1999, she was accompanied by
historian Mecislav Bordk, who, however, wrote only a script for a
TV documentary on Schindler. Here, too, Bordk dealt with some
rimary sources and witness testimonies desctibing a limited part of
chindler’s life and his activities in the Ostrava region near the Czech-
olish border during the late 1930s and the rest of the war. Even Bordk
confirmed the fact that Schindler worked as an agent for Germany

My father was arrested by the Gestapo on September 1, 1939. He was
Lkept prisoned in a concentration camp. Thanks to a skilful lawyer, it
was possible to ransom my father for a lor of money. My dad had to |
give two houses to the Third Reich, the family had to sell a car and 2 .
collection of coins. All that went to one Gestapo official that helped my
father to get back his freedom. Thanks to thar, I could be born. When .
I once rold this story to my daughter a long time ago, she told me a
naive infant sentence: Mom, you have 1o be grateful to this Gestapo-
man for your very existence. I have never felt any gratitude vo that man,
never had any such idea. It is not abour saving human lives when a
man does something like this for money. What did Schindler do? He
did not save people. He traded with human lives.

Jitka Gruntov4's caregorical rejection of the “Schindler legend“found
the support of another Czech historian, Jaroslav Valenta. In the pe-
riodical Soudobé dijiny (‘Contemporary History’), published by
the Institute of Contemporary History in Prague,” Valenta praised
Gruntovds work. At the same time, he criticised the atrention given
to Gruntova’s book from the side of the Sudeten Germans.® Their
attenton, according to Valenta, was “incompetent” and “pseudo-
historical.”™' Gruntov, on the other hand, “did not use her sources
selectively.” Showing very clearly that even his viewpoint was prima-
rily based on a Czech-German ethnic dimension, and thar even for
him the Holocaust was actually not the most important point of the
Schindler story, Valenta added another criticism against a Czech his-
torian and author of a smaller book about Oskar Schindler, Radoslay
Fikejz. Pointing at Fikejz’s rather liberal evaluation of Schindler’s ac.
tivity during the carly stages of the Second World War, Valenta wrote:

“Twould not expect such a hyper-tolerant atritude of declared treason,
from a Czech historian "
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None of these scholars recognised the problem with Schindler’
legacy as primarily one of collective memory, historical conscious-
ness and a clash of historical cultures. There were very few — if any
— interdisciplinary studies related to history and no research study-
ing history from just these points of view, even though Jan Kten, a
prominent Czech historian dealing with Czech-German relations,
already in 1990 published a whole book about “white spots in Czech
history.”? However, even Kfen’s book became primarily an appeal
to historians to make a complete critical reconstruction of some
crucial periods of the controversial Czech recent past, rather than an
atempt to look at history from any other than jusr a chronological
perspective.*

Another unexpectedly “invisible” group in the Schindler discus-
sion were leading Czech politicians, including the president Vaclay
Havel. While the US president Bill Clinron urged people to watch
Schindlers List, Havel, who became one of the greatest symbols of free-
dom-fighting and against dictarorship in the post-cornmunist world,
did not make any comment on the film at all in order to mark hjs
own standpoint, or to use the Holocaust lesson for education leading
to democracy and tolerance. Thus, the only public reaction from the -
highest political leadership of the country came in 1994 from Prime
Minister Viclav Klaus, the leader of the Conservative Party ODS. He
did not make a voluntary choice to speak but was forced to react to
the scandal provoked by the right-extremist protests of the “Republi- -
cans” against Schindler’s Svitavy memorial in parliament. In response .
to a SPR-RSC:s deputy in the Czech Parliament, Klaus srated thar it )
was for the courts to assess the view thar the unveiling of a plaque to .
Oskar Schindler meant a criminal act of support and dissemination.
of 2 movement striving to suppress the rights of citizens. It was solely
up to the local people to assess this specific activity of the local gov-
ernment, Klaus said, presenting the whole problem as clearly only a !
judicial matter. Thus, even though the SPR-RSC did not achieve any
success with its activity against Oskar Schindler after all, it was im- -
possible to see what human, political and other possible values migh
be connected to Schindlers List in the heads of those responsible for
building the new Czech democratic system.

There were other groups that could be considered as likely partici-

pants in the debate but instead remained silent. Those Czech-Ger-
‘mans who remained in Czechoslovakia during the whole post-war
period stood close to Schindler's story and could be expecred to at
least try to express their own view. With regard to the post-war his-
torical context, however, the Czech-German silence was in facr not
surprising at all. Even the onset of the 1990s did not mean any rapid
change in this aspect. Reactions that could be classified as “Crech-
German” were not only missing in Schindler’s case, but even in such
important moments as when Viclay Havel, just elected as President
in the end of 1989, very surprisingly suggested for the first time that
the Czechs should apologise to the Sudeten Germans for their “wild
expulsion” right after the war.%

- The situation of the Czech-Germans in the early 1990s can be il-
lustrated by the following facts and figures: In 1921, there were more
than 3.2 million Czech Germans in Czechoslovakia; three million of
them in the Czech provinces of Bohemia and Moravia.?6 After the
Munich Treaty and the occupation of Czech Jands by Germany, the
“Suderen Germans” became citizens of the Third Reich. When the

War, only 240,000 Czech-Germans were allowed to stay. This does
not mean, however, that these people were seen as non-problematic
by the Czechoslovak authorities and citizens. The Czech government
wished to send more Germans “home” to Germany but was nor al-
lowed to do so by the Allies.?” Despite that, some more Germans
were forced to leave anyway during the late 1940s. As historians have

erman anti-Nazjs and even German Jews rerurning from the con-
centration camps.” Official statistics from 1950 spoke about 165,000
Germans remaining in Czechoslovakia, i.. 1.3 per cent of the popu-
lation.” Even though Czechoslovakia gave a kind of “amnesty” to
at least part of Germany — the Eastern, Communist-led one — the
ideology demonising the “revanchist threat” from West Germany, as
ell as continuous distrust, made the position of remaining Czech-
ermans continuously complicated during Communist rule! The
umber of remaining Czech-Germans decreased fiurther during the
late 19605 when many people emigrated. By the early 1990s, the Ger-

eminded us, among those driven out of Czechoslovakia were also -




man minority consisted of less than 50,000. Sociologist Eva Steh
likovd has observed that this remaining German minority is very.
heterogeneous. There is no typical “German region” or even political more plausible that this was the case for similar families in Com-
and cultural agenda in the country. Perhaps more sucprisingly, the
Czech-Germans can hardly be described as generally pro-German.
To a large extent, they have been assimilated in Czech society; and-
some were not even fluent in German.® The Czech public debate:
about Schindler’s List does not seem to have had any visual effect on
the life and image of the German minority in the Republic ar all.
Another important minoriry, the Czech-Jewish one, was in some
respects in a similar situation. There were not many reactions to Schin-
dler’s List from the side of the Czech-Jews. A possible reason might
be that Jewish organisations were not very strong and influential in
Bohemia and Moravia at that time, and that open manifestations of
collective Jewish identity were not welcome during a long period of
Communist rule until 1989. Furthermore, Czech-Jews were isolated
from the international debate about the Holocaust during most of
the Communist period and were occupied by different problems than,
Jews in the West. It is therefore difficult to estimate the priority given
to the memory of the Holocaust among Czech-Jews right after the:
collapse of the Communist system, and whether the silence might be
motivated by their fear of possible counter-reaction and repression.
The generational aspect is moreover relevant, too, since it i
very difficult to analyse the level of the younger Jewish generations
knowledge of the Jewish genocide during the Second World War. Th
young Jews got their formal educarion in the same official schools as”
their non-Jewish counterparts, i.e. within the framework of com
munist ideology, and had no free and independent space in which
they could express their thoughts, beliefs and feelings before 1989.4
It is likely thar the Jewish generations of the children of Holocaus
survivors were better educared about the Nazi genocide of the Jews
than other non-Jewish children in Czechoslovakia, due particular}
to the histories communicated within their own families. However;
such a private education was not quite automatic for all the Jews ei-’
ther, as the case of the Czech-born US secretary of state Madelein
Albright might suggest. Those families who could convert or man
age to hide their Jewish identity during the Nazi period might have

was an interview with the distinguished historian of the Holocaust,
Raul Hilberg, in which he expressed his understanding for the suc-
cess of the film. The interview was not originally cared our by the
Czech-Jewish periodical, but by French journalists, and translated
into Czech after being published in the French press.#

In this situation, the Chief Rabbi Karol Sidon from Prague be-
came, in fact, the only active spokesman of a Jewish opinion about
chindler in the Czech media. The Rabbi did not, however, stress
nly the “Jewish martter” in his speeches, but primarily emphasised
espect for humanity instead, and praised the fact that — even in such
ery difficulr times — an individual was able to save other people’s
ives. “He proved that it was possible. Everybody who did a similar
thing deserves a memorial because he or she would show that is pos-
ible to save the others,” Sidon said during an opening ceremony
hen the memorial to Schindler was uncovered in early 1994 Sidon
eld the same line more or less consistendy during the forthcom-
ing years. In 1999, for example, when Czech Television made the
already mentioned documentary programme abour Oskar Schindler,
e said: “He [Schindler] saved a thousand human lives and every life
s very precious. It does not matter what he was like in private, no
marter where he grew up or where he came from. The human lives
were the only thing that martered.”# _

In the same documentary, however, recalling the events from 1994, -
idon even disclosed some previously unknown details fromi the open-
ing of the Schindler memorial in Svitavy five years earlier. He admitted
that he was more or less forced to make a speech and uncover the me-
morial, since all other Czech guests presentat the ceremony were afraid
and lacked the courage to do so. “If Schindler had not been a German
out 2 Czech and if he had done the same thing, he would probably
ave been much more accepted,” the Rabbi added: When, for Sidon
himself, the ethnicity of Oskar Schindler was not a decisive factor, the




same could be said about his presentation of the ethnicity of victims;
i.e. the Jewish prisoners. Sidon did not speak about the importance of
saving Jewish lives during the Holocaust, but about the importance
of saving human lives during the war. Thus, he did not even stress a
special place for the Jews among other victims of the Nazi regime. The
all-human aspect of Schindler’s act was the most important for him,
which made his words acceprable in all parts of Czech society and led
to no criticism and no strong reaction from other participants in the
debare, including even the most extreme ones.

The last group I want to menrion here as “uncertain” or perhaps
“careful” in its interpretation of Schindler is a small group of wit-
nesses who personally remembered Oskar Schindler or his relatives,
his facrory in Brnénec, and “his” Jews from the time of the Second
World War. There were some local voices that appeared in the de-
bate with their testimonies. All of them were searched out by either
journalists or researchers, which meant thar their testimonies were
in all cases interpreted and used by others. The messages from the
testimonies, however, were not easy to decipher at all. In the most
paradoxical case, one witness testimony was used both to give credit
to Oskar Schindler and 1o disprove “the Schindler legend.”

During the last years of the Second World War, Cecilia Nieder-
lovd lived next to Schindler’s factory in Braénec. While interviewed
by the German daily newspaper Berliner Morgenpost in March 1994,
she remembered the prisoners speaking very nicely about Schindler.
They were grateful to him for their lives,” she said.* Also Jitka Grun-
tovd met Cecilia Niederlovd and used her words to prove that “the
Schindler legend” was not based on real facts. In her book, published
in 2002, Gruntova wrote: “Cecilie Niederlovi says that she used o
see Schindler in his office, wearing the uniform of the SS [...]In
1994, she relared it to many journalists, but this important testimony.
— confirmed even by her husband — was refused by them and consid-
ered as impossible.” Niederlovd’s memories are further used to prove
that Schindler stole “a huge, huge amount of Jewish goods” from the
Jews and stored it in his Brnénec factory.®® There are, however, no.
details as to how and where the Jewish prisoners, who after “aryani-
sations” of their properties and three years of the ongoing process of
the “Final Solution” came in the end of the war in very poor condi-

tion from Cracow to Brnénec by goods trains, got this “huge, huge
amount of Jewish goods” that was so evident even for an oussider.
No marter, Niederlovd is said to also question the good conditions
of the Schindler Jews in the factory: When Niederlov4 once tried to
throw an apple to a Jewish prisoner, an SS officer immediately ran to
her and forbade her to do it.”4

Cecilia Niederlovd was not che only “problemaric” source among
the direct witnesses and survivors in the Czech Republic.3 The at-
mosphere of the public discussions about Schindler influenced and
even scared other Czech witnesses. Some journalists wrote that peo-
ple who remembered Schindler were afraid of their neighbours. “I
have not found a single witness who was not afraid of speaking about
Schindler as a good man. Somebody always threatens them after-
wards,” the liberal daily Mlzdi Fronta wrote soon after Schindlert
Lisf’s first Czech appearance.5! Another liberal periodical, Reflex, men-
tioned one woman who was the only Czech survivor of Schindler’s
concentration camp in Brnénec®: “A former prisoner No. 76408
does not want to let the others in the small city of Svitavy know too
much about her.” His article was illustrated by a photo where “Mrs.
76408” could not be recognised. Her face was digitally masked by a
computer, as was the face of her husband. Nevertheless, the readers
got to know thar the last name of the lady was Mrs. Reicherovi. In
the article, she did not speak about Schindler at all.

- Since Gruntov4, too, met the same survivor in person, I could
later learn that Mrs. Bluma Reichertovd (spelled differently than in
‘Reflex) changed her name a long time ago, after her marriage. Thus
the name Reichertovd was in fact her maiden name. Anyway, from
Gruntovd’s work, the reader can never learn what Mrs. Reichertové
thought about Schindler, either. Once Mrs. Rechertova mentioned
with a kind of sympathy “a man in civilian clothes” who tried to help
the prisoners in Brnénec, without specifying whether it really was
Schindler. Two pages later in the book, Reichertovd was quorted as
just saying thar “some liked Schindler, some did not.”s

All these indications suggest that none of the minoriries or groups
standing closest to Schindler’s time and life on Czech territory have
found it worthwhile to profile themselves clearly in the Czech Schin-
47 dler debare. Neither the Jews nor the German-Czechs found the




Schindler debate crucial for sharpening their own historical con-
sciousness and collective identity. Thus, with the exception of Chief
Rabbi Karol Sidon, they remained almost unnoticed.

Schindler? Allow Him In!

In a chronological order, most positive Czech reactions to Oskar -
Schindler came in the beginning of the whole discussion. The first of
this kind focused more on the success of Schindler’s List than on the
authenticity and moral standard of Schindler’s personality or other
factors. For authors of these articles — mostly reviewers of the film |
~ Schindler’s List was taken as a work of art based on a real story. .
Some reactions, however, were almost immediarely suggesting that
the film should be used as a “bridge over troubled waters” between
Czechs and Germans. Only some days after the opening in Svitavy
and Prague, the daily Cesty dentk understood the film as. well as -

Schindler’s memorial as a “step on a way to rapprochement”:

Ome. Schindler’s monument in the Czech town Svitavy, with a front section of the hou-
where Schindler was born on April 24, 1968. Phoro: Tomas Sniegon.

The Town of Svitavy lacks historical memory, since 90 per cent of its
inhabitants have lived here only since 1945. The discussion about the -
act will not end by uncovering the memorial plaque. This is the mo--
ment of necessary self-reflection about new forms of relations between
people speaking different languages. It is also an impulse to thinking -
about our own identity, about our place in the democratic communi-
ty of advanced European countries,”

| everybody will be— just because of Schindler — willing to revise the sim-
plifying indoctrinations brought to us by the Communist regime.

On a scholarly level, two local historians from Svitavy with a partly
similar professional background to Jitka Gruntové showed a rather
liberal attitude to Oskar Schindler and wanted to use his act, not for
Holocaust research or memory, but for the purposes of improving
Czech-German relations. The first of these two men was Radoslav
Fikejz, whom I have already mentioned as a criticised “non-patriot”
by historian Jaroslav Valenta. The second was Milan Strych. Both
f them worked during some time as historians of the Svitavy town
museum, where even Gruntovi once used to work. Both Fikejz and
Strych, however, took much less part in the debate than Gruntovd. In
an interview from 1994, published in Tjidentk, Radoslav Fikejz, then
only a student of history, said:

the newspaper quoted the Svitavy mayor Jif{ Bridl.® Some authors
even wanted to see the film in a broader context as a pedagogic les

son for the prevention of genocide: “It is important for us, becaus

Schindler was a Sudeten German, it is important for the whole world
because it is imporrant to realise right now, ac the time of the Serbian
rage, whar genocide is all about,” the liberal daily Reflex wrote early in
1994.” In the summer of 1994, the daily Mladi Fronta Dnes even saw"
the film as the end of the old Czech perception of the ethnic Czech- -

German conflict and the old communist view of the problem:

~There are still many people in our country who understand history in
terms of collective guile [...] Tt is important to draw a line between the
past and the present, to start 2 new chapter and forget national ani-
mosities. I think that Schindler especially could be the one who brings

reconciliation between the Czechs and the Germans.®

‘The case of a Nazi and Jew saviour Oskar Schindler could teach us to be -
more critical towards our past. .. Ttis obvious that the general condernna- -
tions of the Sudeten Germans cannot last forever, even though far from




Fikejz wrote a study abour Schindler, first as a thesis at the Masaryl
University in Brno. For this work, he was given an award by the
Czech Minister of Educarion as the “ralent of the year 1997.” Later,
the study was published by the Museum in Svitavy,®® but did not ge
as much attention as Gruntova’s book in the Czech press. Nor was
it available nationwide but only in the Svitavy Museum. Neverthe

less, even Fikejz formulated his studies on some archive materials
and interviews with the survivors, but on a much smaller scale than
Jitka Gruntovd. He leaned heavily on an unpublished study by the
English researcher Robin O"Neil and came to some quite opposire
conclusions to Gruntovi: Although both Keneally and Spielberg djs-
torted the story, the core of it — that Schindler intended to save and in
fact saved the Jewish prisoners — was real. While saving Jewish lives,
Schindler did not act only as a businessman, bur also as a man of hon-
our. Fikejz also pointed out that Schindler did not need to “re-write”
his own history by the end of the Second World War in order to save
his own skin, as Gruntové claimed, because he had had a chance to

save his own life earlier in 1944, through emigration to Switzerland,
but he had refused.®

Wmﬂam of Schindler’s List in the Czech Republic. The two journalists
ho wrote the text finished it with the following words:

Together with the most imporrant thing — thar human lives were saved
— the case of Schindler, although still open; brought together all ele-
ments inte one theme: demarcation lines are drawn neither between
nations and political parties, nor berween religions. There are not even
clear lines in our own minds. Black or white, negative or positive, eve-
rybody can in his or her life do something that matters.

\ general problem with all these positive reactions to Schindlers List
was their temporary character. As the enthusiasm from the film soon
‘decreased, so did calls to use the film for the “democratic education” of
- Czech sociery and for a new self-reflection in terms of Czech national
dentity. The opponents, headed by Gruntov, were on the contra-
1y much more consistent in the long run. With new evidence about
chindler’s guilt in his relation to the Czech nation emerging, it made
¢ initial effort to use Spielberg’s film for self-reflective purposes look
like a temporary effort of incompletely informed enthusiasts.
During most of the period of my study, which means between
Fikejz, contrary to Gruntov4, was generally very entchusiasticabout 994 and 2003, the problem of the Holocaust was pictured as second-
Schindler in his conclusions: “Oskar Schindler became a great person- ary in the Czech debate about Schindlers List, if it was recognised at
ality justat the same time as he managed to take over the responsibility . [ cannor say thar Schindler was condemned entirely for who he
as and not whar he did, since he was condemned to0 a large extent
or his own Nazi activities. Nevertheless, his ethnic origin played a
ery important role in all discussions and helped in the end rather to
iden the gap than to bridge ir. Besides, Schindlers List never led to
rucial discussions about such questions as the behaviour of “ordi-
nary Czechs” during the Holocaust or the tragic history of the Czech
or former Czechoslovak) Jews, in order ro prevent antisemitism.
Thus, the debate about Schindlers List, which in fact was the first
extensive debate in the new-born Czech Republic initiated entirely by
e Holocaust and its memory, has never become a turning point for
Carech self-reflection, neither regarding the Holocaust nor the Sudeten
ﬁogm.nm. During the first decade after the “Velvet Divorce,” the argu-
ents against Schindler proved.to be much “heavier” than some ar-
empts to use Schindler in order to influence Czech historical culture.
- Ifound the need to confirm the understanding of the Czech na-

negarive sides of his life.”8! Thus Schindler’s courage in relation ro his
prisoners overshadowed the negative sides shown during the eve and
subsequent first years of the war. At the end of his work, Fikejz even
touched upon one more sensitive point when he wrote: “Not only can
Oskar Schindler himself get credit for the people in Brnénec. The lo-
cal population in Brnénec, too, supported the prisoners — no marter
whether they were Czechs or Germans.” Schindler’s life, according to
Fikejz, “overcame a presumption about the badness of the whole Ger-
man nation.” Schindler’s act, not Schindler’s life, becomes an appeal
to furure generations, Fikejz concluded, combining a scholarly and a
pedagogic use of history.2 ,

Milan Strych was quoted by the national liberal daily Lidové
noviny as giving the same message: “Schindler — it is our opportunity
to reach reconciliation.”® This article was even published before the




tion as a collective victim of the much bigger and stronger Germani
neighbour prevailing in the debate. It was accompanied by silent app-
roval or at least absent opposition from most of the new post-com:
munist elites and from the main groups involved. Qld stereotypes; i
valid during the whole post-war period, seemed to be 0o stable in
comparison to attempts to challenge them. Pur differently, Schindler
List as a history-cultural impulse was nor strong enough to success
fully challenge old perceptions of history.
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