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ONE OF THE CREATIVE DIRECTORS OF ANIFILM, INTERMATIONAL FESTIVAL OF ANIMATED FILMS

DODALS

OR, A LOVE TRIANGLE
OF CZECH ANIMATION

THE DODALS, SUCH IS THE LACONIC TITLE OF A BOOK
BY Eva STRUSKOVA PUBLISHED LAST YEAR THAT
EXPLORES THE STILL UNFAMILIAR EARLIEST PE-

RIOD OF CZECHOSLOVAK ANIMATED FILM IN THE
1920s. IT IS FORTUNATE THAT THE BOOK HAS NOW
BEEN TRANSLATED FROM THE CZECH AND IS AVAIL-
ABLE IN ENGLISH. RECENT RESEARCH HAS SHOWN
THAT THE DODALS, FIRST AS A DUO AND LATER AS

A TRIO, WERE THE FIRST CZECH PIONEERS TO DEVOTE
THEMSELVES ALMOST EXCLUSIVELY TC ANIMATION.
STRUSKOVA'S WORK IN THE NATIONAL FiLM ARCHIVE
IN PRAGUE REVEALS THE EARLY HISTORY OF CZECH
ANIMATION ALONG WITH THE REMARKABLE STORY OF
TWO WOMEN AND ONE MAN, WHO AT ONE TIME OR
ANOTHER SHARED THE SAME NAME, AND WERE ALL
BORN AT THE TURN OF CENTURY, CIRCUMSTANCES
WHICH IN THEMSELVES COULD SERVE AS THE SOURCE
MATERIAL FOR A SCREENPLAY.
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So far our closest and most famous connection to the earliest of
Czech animation has been Hermina Tyrlova (1900 — 1993), one of
the most eminent directors of Czech animated film, and one who
became world-famous for her work for young audiences. She was
also able to win the affection of adults by using materials entire-

ly new for animation, such as wool and gingerbread. Though well-
known, she always remained reticent about how she began in ani-
mation. She was the first wife of Karel Dodal (1900 — 1986), a prime
mover and animation enthusiast during these early years. Both
came to professional animation through the Elekta Journal studios,
where Karel Dodal started to work in the second half of the 19205
and where he was in charge of the special effects section. Apart
from creating the first Czech animated commercials, his job was
also to “add” animated graphs or diagrams to various documenta-
ry, educational and live action films. The mostly anonymous and
commissioned work did not satisfy Karel Dodal and so he handed
over his responsibilities at the Elekta Journal to his wife, to whom
he had taught the principles of animation and who had been assist-
ing him in the studio. Dodal, who suffered from severe vision prob-
lems caused by the intense lighting during the animation process,
nevertheless had the ambition to try and set up his own studio. The
venture proved a financial failure and had a direct effect on his rela-
tionship with his wife leading to their divorce in 1932.

COMMERCIALS WITH FELIX THE CAT

The initial period of the Dodals’ work consisted mainly of commer-
cials featuring the famous Felix the Cat character created by Pat Sul-
livan. These were typical commercials of that time - whether they
had simple or overly complicated storylines they always conclud-
ed with a clear lesson and an endorsement of this or that product
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or service. Their commercial work still left themn time to make their
own films together, starting with the uncompleted A Water Sprite
in Love (Zamilovany vodnik, 1928) followed shortly by Tonmmy and
the Mermaid (Tommy a moiskd panna, 1930), which has not been
preserved, and Bimbo's Unfortunate Adventure (Bimbovo smut-
né dobredruZstvi, 1930). This last is a grotesque silent black-and-
white film obviously drawing inspiration from the popular animat-
ed series Out of the Inkwell (1918 — 1929) by the Fleischer brothers.
In a way similar to the series a sketched figure comes to life and the
animation is combined with moving action in which we can see the
artist Karel Dodal and his then wife Hermina.

A LOVE TRIANGLE, HURVINEK AND BUBBLES

A new chapter in the history of the trio began in 1932 following Ka-
rel's and Hermina's divorce, when Karel Dedal met the divorced Ire-
na Rosnerovi-Leschnerova (1900 — 1989), an opera singer who was
acquainted with the production process and quite keen on animat-
ed film?, Before embarking on jointly producing animated films,

the new couple took a “study tour” of Europe during which they be-
came familiar with the contemporary Avant-garde and met with
other filmmakers such as Oskar Fischinger, Lotte Reininger or
Vladislav Starevich. Afterwards, they brought to life the ambitious
IRE-film studio, where Dodal’s first wife Hermina Tyrlova took up
work as an animator and drawer.

After making several successful slapstick audio advertisements
Karel and Irena got perhaps the most important contract of their ca-
reers for the film — The Adventures of a Ubiquitous Fellow (Viudy-
bylavo dobrodruZstvi, 1936), which was begun in 1935 the same year
that they were married. It was a promotional film for the Czech-
oslovak public radio program Radiojournal which explained
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1 Irena Rosnerova {later Dadalova)

the principle of radio waves. The film utilizes the techniques of
both animation and puppetry and combines them with documen-
rary footage. Perhaps even more importantly, the main character of
the film is Hurvinek, a popular figure of Czech puppet theatre. With
only slight exaggeration, it could be said that the group who worked
on the film, though never getting the chance to work together on
one project again, was the dream team of Czech animation. The
group included: the Dodals, Karel and Irena, the great animator Her-
mina Tyrlova, Josef Skupa who created the character of Hurvinek,
the world-famous puppeteer Jiff Trnka (who manipulated the Hur-
vinek puppet for the film) and the outstanding composer Jaroslav
Jezek. Viudybyl was widely distributed abroad and it represented
Czechoslovak cinematography at the Venice Biennale in 1936.

Although the ambition of Irena and Karel Dodal and Hermina
Tyrlovad was to make crearive, artistic films, the studio survived on
revenues generated from their commercial productions. Between
1934 and 1938, their IRE-film studio made 25 commercials. And step
by step their craft improved. They experimented with rare colour
material, utilized metaphors and a variety of animation techniques.
They turned ponderous screenplays into well-constructed, elabo-
rate and humorous advertisements. Their commercial productions
should definitely not be overlooked in their filmography. As their
foreign colleagues were also discovering, these pieces gave them
a chance and space to experiment and allowed them to clarify unfa-
miliar principles.

Eva Struskovi points to an advertisement by Oskar Fischinger ti-
tled Circles (Kreise, 1934) as an example. This piece was an inspira-
tion for Dodals’ spot for Schicht’s brand soap The Play of Bubbles
(Hra bublinek, 1937). A colourful abstract play of shapes and cir-
cles, suggesting soap bubbles, was accompanied (as with most of
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AN AUTUMN SONG (PISEN PODZIMU, 1937) by Irena Dodalova, Karel Dodal
(animation by Hermina Tyrlova)

their commercials) by the music of their composer Bedfich Kerten.
The resemblance to the German artist Oskar Fischinger also lies in

the fact that in the same year the Dodals introduced the “second ver-

sion” of Bubbles as an abstract film Fantaisie érotique (1937) with
slight changes and most significantly without any advertising mes-
sage. “Coming from the context of IRE-film’s work, everything had
probably begun with the idea of Fantaisie érotique which as if em-

bodied the current harmonious love affair between the authors.” [Eva
Struskova, The Dodals (NFA, Prague, 2013), p. 204.] The film was dis-

patched to the World Exhibition in Paris and included in the Czech
collection of films for the Venice Film Festival for that year.

Today looking back, the IRE-film studio’s plans seem fascinat-
ing and ambitious. We know about their plans for other early films
through documents relating to the Dodals’ request for support for
them from the Film Advisory Board. Taking into account the post-
war development of Czech animation and the work of Jifi Trnka,
which was acclaimed throughout the world, it is interesting that
the Dodals had been seriously planning a film about Czech folk-
lore making use of puppets, On the basis of several clips from film
shootings Eva Struskovd points out that "Several franies of the reel
as if anticipated the journey taken several years later by Jifi Trn-
ka in The Czech Year (Spalicek, 1947)." [Eva Struskova, The Dodals
(NFA, Prague, 2013), p. 192.] Among other unfinished themes and
planned films we note the adaptation of the Capek brothers’ play
The Life of the Insects (Ze Zivota hmyzu), which is currently be-
ing made by Jan Svankmajer, and Beetles (Broucci) by Jan Karafidr.
Due to various and mainly historical events they failed to realize
their plans, even though they enjoyed a reputation as innovative
and unique artists due in large part o their festival successes. Milo§
Havel,2a member of the then Film Advisory Board, remarked that
“the company in question makes colour cartoon films using special
techinology which we do not have in the Republic vet.” [Eva Strusk-
ovd, The Dodals (NFA, Prague, 2013), p. 197

The last joint project the team completed was Ideas in Search
of Light (Myslenka hledajici svétlo) in 1938. It is an abstract black-
and-white film which drew attention to the impending war events,
communicating with the audience through glints and shadows.

In no way did its form resemble anything from the Dodals’ previous
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Poster of THE ADVENTURES OF A UBIQUITOUS FELLOW (VEUDYBYLOYO
DOBRODRUZSTVI, 1936)

work. Instead of Fischinger’s colour compositions we find a dif-
ferent inspiration from Berthold Bartosh and his film The Idea
(L'Idée, 1932), which shared the same appeal and humanism as the
Dodals’ work. The style of Ideas in Search of Light is quite mod-
ern. Though, the film has never been shown in Czech cinemas and,
according to Struskovd, it excited little interest when shown at the
Venice Film Festival.

THE DODALS IN THE WORLD

That marked the end of the Dodals’ Czechoslovak careers. They tried
to revive it in Paris, where they had a studio, but when the Second
World War broke out the trio split up. Karel Dodal reached the U.S.,
while Hermina T¥rlovd moved to Zlin and Irena Dodalové was arrest-
ed and sent to the Theresienstadt Ghetto. Their furure careers, which
were anything but dull, are also mapped in the book. The historian
Eva Struskové and her team from the NFA have managed to put to-
gether a new, more complex image of the film-making and theatre
work in Theresienstadt in which Irena Dodalovd was involved.

After the war, the married couple reunited in New York, where
they operated a studio for some time and made several instruction-
al and promotional films. On the DVD that comes with the book
only There Were Three Men (1947) is from their stay together in the
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United States. Though the film is a naive collectivization propagan-
da piece typical of the time the graphic design and humorous ide-
as stand out as hallmarks of their work. In exile, the Dodals kept in
contact with their homeland. A delegation from Czechoslovak State
Film visited their American studio for inspiration and offered them
a chance to come back, which they declined. But the dismal finan-
cial situation due to lack of contracts led them to accept an invita-
tion from the Argentinean Minister of Education for a two-year stay
in Argentina. The minister wanted them to make a range of animat-
ed educational films in Buenos Aires, but their work from that pe-
riod has unfortunately not been preserved. Tensions rose between
the couple and their stay in Argentina began to resemble a local tel-
evision soap opera. In 1960, the couple broke up for good and Karel
Dodal returned to live in the United States permanently working for
INASA. Irena remained rooted in Argentina, devoting herself to the-
atre, dance, teaching and ballet filming.

This blank in the history of Czech animation was only filled
due to the determination of Irena Dodalova. She not only sought
to make their group’s efforts become part of Czech film history
and ensured that the films and the archive of IRE-film got into the
right hands, but she was also the first Czech animated film theo-
rist. Her lectures with slides and her essays such as What should
be done with Czech animated film? and Animated film and its
opportunities in Europe discuss themes such as the search for a
place for animation in the Czech environment, and the European

2/ An influential film producer, the founder
of Barrandov Studios and the uncle of Presi-

1/ Irena Dodalovi gained an awareness of
animation thanks to her alleged acquain-
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IDEAS IN SEARCH OF LIGHT (MYSLENKA HLEDAJICi SVETLO, 1338) by Irena Dodalova, Karel Dodal (animation by Hermina Tyrlova)

animated Avant-garde and at the same time define her own view of
the aesthetics of animation and its merits. She consistently called
for thinking about animated film to break free from the restrictive
views that understand it as a medium intended only for entertain-
ing, or at most for educational purposes. Through her texts she ar-
gues that an animation studio is not limited to films for children but
can efficiently convey serious ideas.

Irena Dodalovd was certainly the most distinctive of the trio,
thanks to the variety of her work which ranged from production
through to PR to her own creative ideas. She must have been a com-
plicated person and dealing with her was not always easy, as Eva
Struskovd objectively reveals. The author takes a level critical ap-
proach morte or less throughout the whole book; one which refuses
to adore her subjects unreflectively. In addition to being a readable
assessment of her research results, her book is an inspiring histori-
cal and theoretical interconnection of pre-war and post-war Czech
animated film.

Another story is the book’s layout by Markéta Jelenovd, which
was created completely in the spirit of the examined material. Ab-
stract compositions of Dodals’ films are a significant element,
which together with the truly comprehensive and well-arranged
visual material render the book an impressive publishing achieve-
ment of the highest level. As a bonus there is an accompanying DVD
with selected films by the Dodals and Hermina Tyrlova. The book is
also available in English. ©

Eva Struskova, The Dodals (National Film Archive and Publishing House of the
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Shats from the film FANTAISIE EROTIQUE (1937) and from its simultaneous advertising version, THE PLAY OF BUBBLES (HRA BUBLINEK, 1937)
by Irena Dodalova, Karel Dodal (animation by Hermina Tyrlova)

Academy of Performing Arts in Prague, Prague, 2013). 1% edition, 376 pages, bind-
ing V4, OVD. Czech and English editions. Those interested in the book can order
it via the NAMU e-shop at www.namu.cz.

dent Viclav Havel.

tance with Paul N. Peroff, who was a creator
of animated films from Russia, who made
films during his various journeys through
the U.S., France and Germany.
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