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Cape Town, 6 November 2012

Your Excellency,

dear friends, ladies and gentlemen,

and all those who neither wish to nor can forget.

It is an honour and pleasure for me to welcome you to this screening of the film Lidice, which depicts on of the darker, more tragic chapters in the history of my country. Many countries can point to events of a scale exceeding the bounds of individual human tragedy, making them significant historical milestones or symbols, remembered in the pages of history books. Thus, what, for example, the Sharpesville massacre is to South Africa, the liquidation of Lidice is to the Czech Republic, albeit obviously in a completely different context. Let us briefly remind ourselves of this context.
The events you are about to see depicted on screen were set in motion by an event mentioned only in passing in the film. We do not need to go into too much detail about the notoriety of Reinhard Heydrich. One of the most militant Nazis, Heydrich was, amongst other things, Deputy Reich-Protector for the then Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, which he ruled with an iron fist. On 27 May 1942, only a few months after chairing the Wannsee conference, which defined the monstrous architecture of the Holocaust, an assassination attempt was carried out on Heydrich by Czechoslovak parachutists trained in Great Britain.
The Nazis’ response was fast and brutal – during the following eight days, as Heydrich lay, seriously wounded, in hospital, more than one hundred and fifty Czechoslovaks were executed. When Heydrich eventually died on 4 June, the top officials of the Third Reich were overtaken with a rage and vengefulness which resulted in, amongst other things, the total destruction of Lidice on the basis of a false accusation. Reports of the cruelty and shocking cold-bloodedness of the deed soon spread across the world, causing an exceptional reaction and expressions of solidarity. Several towns and villages, from Australia to Brazil, renamed themselves to Lidice and some parents, primarily in South America, named their babies Lidice – as you will see during the film’s closing credits. In contrast to their other acts of genocide, the Nazis did not hide their deed, instead publically boasting of it, and it is for this reason, too, that Lidice became a symbol of resistance.
It was as such a symbol that Lidice soon started appearing on cinema screens. A mere few months after the massacre, the British director Humphrey Jennings filmed a thirty-six minute long, documentary-style drama called The Silent Village. The cast was made up entirely of non-actors and the piece was set in a mining village in South Wales, in order to point out that a similar tragedy could happen anywhere in the world. Shortly afterwards, the attack on Heydrich and the events associated with it were depicted in Hangmen Also Die!, an American film directed by famous Austrian emigrant Fritz Lang. This film, however, took the form of a somewhat naive thriller and was lacking in any deeper meaning or lasting value.
None of the other films made in the following decades discussed Lidice to the extent to which the event deserves – most frequently being relegated to a mere mention during a narrative about Heydrich or the Second World War in general.
Despite this, thought was frequently given, primarily in Czechoslovakia and then the Czech Republic, to telling the tale. Amongst the directors to show interest were, for example, Ján Kadár and Elmar Klos, who were responsible for the Oscar-winning film Obchod na korze (‘The Shop on the Main Street’). Martin Frič, a major Czech director of the first half of the twentieth century, wanted to film the story as his masterpiece in the 1960s. Later still, the internationally renowned Czech-American director Miloš Forman toyed with the idea of filming the story of Lidice in the highly unorthodox style of a Nazi propaganda film! However, events were really only set in motion at the start of the new millennium.
Based on his own book Nokturno, Zdeněk Mahler wrote a script that was considered by two prominent female directors – Polish director Agnieszka Holland and Czech director Alice Nellis, who led the project almost up until the start of filming. She, too, had a highly original take on the story – in the key scene depicting the execution of the men of Lidice, she intended to use actual footage filmed by the Nazis to document their actions. However, just a few weeks before filming was due to start, Nellis was, due to serious illness, forced to hand directing duties over to Petr Nikolaev, who stepped up the effort to bring the contents of the film closer to the public at large, both in the Czech Republic and internationally. For this reason, for example, a short, additional scene depicting the actual assassination attempt, which was not part of the original script, was filmed, and Lidice was given a look and sound inspired by popular Hollywood films.
I would like to draw your attention to a key element in the film’s narrative concept. The plot focuses on the character of František Šíma, the only man to survive the massacre – paradoxically because he was in prison for killing his son. While this may seem like a contrived plot device, as frequently used in the aforementioned Hollywood movies, it is, in fact, based on fact. While some details deviate from reality – the man had a different surname, was sent to prison under different circumstances from those portrayed in the film, and had a somewhat more larger family. One other fact, little-known even in the Czech Republic, is that his daughter, who was left out of the film entirely, survived the brutal wave of repression following the assassination in Prague, where she was hidden by – in a cruel irony of history and humanity – a Jewish family, themselves in immediate danger from the monster created by Heydrich, the Shoah.

In conclusion, I cannot, unfortunately, ask you to enjoy your evening. I could, however, perhaps express my wish that the story of Lidice speaks to you and touches you as one of those events that should be remembered across the whole world.
Events such as this must never be forgotten, in order that they are never repeated.
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