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ABSTRACT: This research paper is about decoding 

image symbols and visual allegories according to 

the subject of soul through the paradigm of Karel 

Zeman’ s animated film “The sorcerer’s apprentice”. 

The monumental Czech director and animator uses a 

number of hidden meanings in order to “speak” 

about human soul as a free, independent from the 

body, medium of existence and the collective soul of 

love and solidarity. The film’s narrative tools 

connect to Japanese animistic perception, Japanese 

anime art and scientific researches in a wider field 

of understanding human behavior.   
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I.INTRODUCTION: 
Karel Zeman (1910 – 1989), a monumental 

Czech cinematographer and animator, is 

remembered in cinema history as a continuatorof the 

great Georges Méliès (Marie-Georges-Jean Méliès, 

1861 – 1938). Méliès was an archetypal creator of 

cinema, one of the first visionaries of the power of 

montage and the man who gave birth to fantasy film 

narrative. Vasilis Rafailidis, a famous Greek film 

theorist, journalist and writer, wrote once that while 

Lumière makes films always “by nature”, with 

completely elementary direction, Georges Méliès is 

the first true cinema director in history. (Rafailidis, 

1984). A magician himself, Méliès saw, in the newly 

created back then, cinematic invention, not only a 

scientific tool for capturing movement but also a 

means of telling stories through the stitching of 

images. This is montage after all.Another magic 

trick in order to recreate time and space through 

image editing makingan illusion of continuity and 

telling a story with audiovisual means. Cinema is 

magic and Méliès realized it very soon. In his films, 

he used effects, imaginative sets and costumes and 

he was the first to give cinema its illusionistic hue, 

its metaphysical echo. Ultimately, he gave it its 

magical nature of narrative deception and 

replacement of reality in order to synthesize a new 

situation, a magical condition of travel, dreamand 

wandering. Melies was thecreator of hundreds of 

short films, around five hundred to be exact, of 

which less than the half survive today, with the most 

prominent, famous and important for cinematic 

history being the unique “A Trip to the Moon” (Le 

voyage dans la lune, A Trip to the Moon, 1902). 

Karel Zeman was a creator of similarly 

imaginative iconography, hence his parallelism with 

his classic French predecessor. Zeman combined 

live action with animation producing magical, 

beautiful results. His1962 adaptation of the classic 

work by German Rudolf Erich Raspe (Rudolf Erich 

Raspe, 1736 – 1794) "The Adventures of Baron 

Munchausen" (Raspe, 1786) - (Baron Prásil, The 

Fabulous Baron Munchausen, 1962) with image 

collage techniques, rendered a phantasmagoria 

unsurpassed to this day and still monumental. Four 

years earlier, with a similar technique and equally 

impressive results, he had rendered the spirit of the 

work of great Jules Verne (Jules Gabriel Verne, 1828 

– 1905) in his film “Invention for Destruction” 

(Vynálezzkázy, Invention for Destruction, 1958) 

based on 1896 Verne’s book “Facingthe flag” 

(original title: Face au drapeau) – (Verne, 2024). 

Above all, however, through his particular 

technique, he rendered an aesthetically flawless 

animation of the original engravings that adorned 

Verne’s narrations and which belonged to great 

illustrators such as Édouard Riou (1833 – 1900) and 

Léon Benett (1839–1916). The technique he 

pioneered, a mix of animation, cut-outs, stop-motion 

and live-action, is often referred to as 

“mystimation,” although the term does not imply 

any formal technical animation definition or 
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category nor are there any recorded references to it 

by Zeman himself. The great artist, however, also 

created pure animated films such as “The Sorcerer's 

Apprentice” (Carodejuvucen, The Sorcerer's 

Apprentice, 1978). 

Based on the book by famous and beloved 

German children's book author Otfried 

Preussler(Otfried Preußler1923 – 2013) 

“Krabat”(Preussler, 1994), Zeman's film is full of 

elegance and artistic value while at the same time 

rendering the original fairy tale with a particularly 

interesting, revers of Christianity’s theories.Zeman’s 

film articulates not only a discourse on human soul 

but also on the concept of a collective soul that 

opposes the evil of the world. The method followed 

in the film is paper cut out animation, an animated 

technique with cut cardboards which, of course, 

come to life through the stop-motiontechnique. 

 

II. Movie information 
● Original Title: Carodejuvucen 

● Ttile in English: The Sorcerer’s Apprentice 

● Technique: Paper cut out stop motion animation 

● Genre: Fantasy, Drama 

● Year of production: 1978 

● Duration: 73’  

● Production companies: Bavaria Atelier, 

CeskoslovenskýFilmexport, Filmové Studio 

Gottwaldov, Krátký Film Praha, Süddeutscher 

Rundfunk (SDR) 

● Director: Karel Zeman 

 

III.The free and the imprisoned soul. Before 

and after. 
The story begins with Krabat, an orphaned 

teenage boy who tries to cope with the cold, hunger 

and homelessness in the countryside of his 

homeland, Lusatia. At the sixth minute of the film, 

Krabat finds shelter from the harsh winter in a 

stable. Two other children have also taken refuge 

there, two boys with whom the young protagonist 

will meet the next morning. The three boys as a 

team decide to sing the traditional carols since it’s 

the period of the “festival of the magi”, as the 

narration characteristically informs us. This is a 

variation of the "Theophany" which is celebrated on 

the sixth of January in Greece, as in many other 

countries, in the post-Christian time-historical 

period. While in Greece, however, the focus of the 

celebration is the baptism of Christ in the Jordan 

River by John the Baptist, the feast of the Three 

Magi celebrates the Epiphany, the Theophany, the 

revelation of Christ to the world, on the night when 

people first came into contact with him. The first 

people to meet him were the three magicians and, on 

the corresponding feast, children dress up as magi 

and sing carols. The three homeless, hungry children 

wear makeshift hats from the stable and try to earn a 

little food to cope with hunger and cold. Indeed, the 

people in the houses they visit greet them and feed 

them and the children satisfy their hunger before 

they return to the stable for the night rest.  

At the eighth minute of the film, a 

mysterious raven appears at the opening of the 

stable, speaking in a human voice and calling Krabat 

to present himself at the “mill ofwater black”. Soon, 

other ravens appear, urging Krabat to “…obey the 

voice of the master”. In fact, the first raven has its 

right eye closed, just like the evil wizard whom we 

will shortly see. The way the Raven appears to the 

hero and speaks to him leading him towards a new 

condition, a new mental state, possibly refers to 

Edgar Allan Poe’s masterpiece poem “The Raven” 

(Poe, 2013). The black bird there, has human 

speech, will, consciousness, ultimately a soul 

corresponding to the human one but also referring, 

at the same time, to another world, to a parallel 

dimension. Above all it’s referring to a specific 

mental state since it is actually the embodiment of 

psychic illnesses such as depression, despair, 

paranoia. 

At the tenth minute of the film, Krabat has 

reached the black water mill where the raven leads 

him towards the mill’s interior. Exactly at 10’55’’ 

there is a general shot of the hero’s entrance to the 

mill which is bisected by a vertical wooden beam 

located in the middle of the frame (ph. 1). On his 

left side is the entrance door and on the right one the 

interior of the mill. This line marks, in visual 

semiology terms, the passage, the change, the two 

worlds, the “before” and the“after”. In Japanese 

animism, the world of the Kami departed souls is 

understood more as a dimension parallel to that of 

the living than as something subsequent. It has less 

to do with a temporal correspondence than with a 

spatial one. It is the "other world" more literally than 

we understand it in the West where, behind this 

phrase, we always imply a temporal connection, the 

world that exists after life. In a hypothetical anime 

production of Krabat's story, we would examine this 

same shot of avisual synthesis being split as a border 

between the two worlds more in terms of the 

parallelism of one with the other than in terms of the 

succession of one from the next. Krabat, of course, 

is not dead but he passes into a world directly 

related to the world of the dead. In a world of black 

magic, constant danger and death approach. 

Furthermore, it is a world where Krabat's free will is 

about to be deadened. As we will soon watch, the 
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wizard’s assistants are subordinates who have lost 

all ability to choose freely in any life’s 

circumstance. They simply await their physical 

death. They are mentally dead and resemble puppets 

that the evil wizard manipulates according to his 

personal will. The worlds division is implied, 

therefore, directorially, artistically and design-wise 

with this line. Krabat's simple, human life is on the 

left of the frame and the darkness of black magic, 

death, submission is on the right. As the hero passes 

to the right of the divided frame, the mill door closes 

noisily, decisively, abruptly on its own, scaring the 

hero. Zeman uses there a straight editing cut, he 

moves to the next shot which is a closer one, a 

medium shot to be precise, so he can demonstrate 

his hero’s psychology. 

 

 
Photo 1: Krabat’s entering the mill 

 

At the eleventh minute of the film, Krabat 

passes to the central hall where the demonic 

wizard's office is located. There, he witnesses the 

transformation of the raven into the wizard, 

essentially the return to his original form. There is a 

skull on his office and we also see a candle and a 

very large book. This is the Koraktor, the manual of 

black magic from which the satanic magician draws 

all his power. The shot of Krabat's first visual 

contact with the magician's office and the magician 

himself is achieved through the keyhole of the room 

as the little protagonist hesitates to enter. Therefore, 

since it comes from the keyhole, meaning from a 

low point, the shot is slightly low angled attributing 

even greater power and imposition to the evil 

magician’s character. An overhead shot in cinema is 

another way to call the bird eye view. Theexact 

opposite, when director shoots form a low angle has 

an opposite effect contributing much more authority 

to the character depicted. In this case, the shot is 

slightly low angled, from a lower than the eye level 

angle but not extreme. Right after, the magician 

introduces himself to the child as the master of the 

house and offers him a deal. The deal is to teach him 

the magic of the black mill. 

 

IV. The corpus callosum of human society 

and how Zeman connects with Carl Sagan 

theories 
There is an interesting circumstance at the 

evil wizard’s depiction. Through optical language, 

Zeman implies the malicious mental nature of the 

magician from the first moment we see him. In the 

book “The Dragons of Eden: Meditations on the 

Evolution of Human Intellect,” American 

astronomer, scientist and author Carl Edward Sagan 

(1934–1996) writes that, almost without exception, 

all human languages have a built-in polarity, a 

rightward shift. “Right” is associated with legality, 

correct behavior, high moral principles and stability 

while “left” is associated with weakness, audacity, 

uncertainty of purpose and evil (Sagan, 1986). 

Analyzing the evolution of human thought in 

scientific, physical and biological terms that are 
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fully accessible and understandable to the average 

reader, Sagan examines human mind through the 

centuries thus he conducts an interdisciplinary, 

ultimately profound cultural investigation. He notes 

that in the English language, for example, there are 

many words like “righteousness” as well as the 

phrases “my right hand” for someone we trust or 

“everything goes right” for the favorable outcome of 

things. All of them from the common linguistic root 

“right” which means “just”, “correct”. After all, 

“right” in English means both “right” as opposite of 

left and “entitlement”. On the other hand, 

metaphorically in relation to the concepts but also 

literally in relation to the hemispheres of the human 

brain, he explains that in English there is the word 

“sinister”, that is “evil”, “terrible” which is the exact 

Latin word for “left”. Furthermore, the Russian 

word “nalevo” which means “left”, is also used with 

the meanings of “hidden” and “concealed”. The 

Italian word for “left”, “mancino”, also means 

“deceptive”. He explains that etymologically the 

word “left” comes from the Anglo-Saxon word 

“lyft” (“lift”) which means “weak” and “useless”. 

He explains that “right”, in its legal sense and 

“right”, in its logical sense, as the opposite of 

wrong, are expressions common to most languages 

of the world. Complementing Sagan’s thought, we 

find corresponding examples in Greek language 

also. Among others, the word “a - dexios“from the 

negative “a” and “dexios” which means “right” is 

referred to someone who is “clumsy”, that is, one 

who lacks the right and so, it has a negative 

meaning. Furthermore, the above phrases “my right 

hand” and “everything goes right” also exist in the 

Greek language oral codes. 

Sagan continues with the political use of 

right and left and explains that it dates back to the 

times when a significant popular force rose up as a 

counterweight to the nobles. The nobles were placed 

on the right of the king and the radicals on his left. 

This was done for two reasons. The first was 

because the right seat was for the favored ones and, 

since the king himself was a nobleman, the nobles 

sat on the right. The second reason was purely 

practical. Potential enemies were sitting by his left 

side so that he could confront them with his right 

hand which held the sword. We observe the same 

pattern in theology since, as in politics, the position 

“at the right hand of the Father” is the favorable one. 

The author continues with examples of the 

correspondence of “right” and “straight”, noting that 

in the Mexican language, for example, in order to 

point straight with the meaning of “in front”, you 

essentially say “right”. In the American dialect of 

English, the phrase “right on” is approving and 

“straight” in English is commonly accepted as 

meaning “conventional”, “correct”, “appropriate”. 

The equivalent occurs in Greek. Something that 

Sagan omits is the reference to sexuality. It has been 

established that heterosexuality is characterized by 

the term “straight” which means “right”, thus clearly 

implying, in a racist, divisive, intolerant way, the 

supposed distortion of being “homosexual”, 

therefore “not straight”, “not correct”. 

Sagan links his reference to the 

establishment of language to his research on the 

functions of each hemisphere of the brain, where the 

left is responsible for speech and the right for 

images. He writes that observations show that those 

functions we describe as ‘logical’ derive mainly 

from the left hemisphere and those that we consider 

as ‘intuitive’ exist mainly in the right. (Sagan, 

1986). The two hemispheres are connected to each 

other by a bundle of nerve fibers, the corpus 

callosum, and they work together directly. The left 

side of the body is controlled by the right 

hemisphere and the right by the left. This is the way 

hearing works as well. It is precisely this bundle that 

causes the connection and cooperation of the two 

hemispheres that Sagan ends up highlighting, 

delivering not only biological information but, 

above all, a search for the improvement of human 

societies through knowledge, education, acceptance, 

understanding and cooperation. He claims that great 

scientific insights are characteristically intuitive and 

are describedin scientific publications the same way 

with linear analytical argument. The creative act has 

large elements of the right hemisphere but 

arguments for the validity of the results are basically 

functions of the left hemisphere (Sagan,1986). He 

analyzes all these elementsto reach the humanistic 

conclusion that, as he conceives it,the most 

important creative activities of our own or any 

human society, the legal and moral systems, the art 

and music, the science and technology, have been 

made possible only by the cooperation of the left 

and right cerebral hemispheres. These creative acts 

have changed both us and the world. We could say 

that human cultural cultivation is a function of the 

corpus callosum, says Sagan combining, 

insightfully, biology and sociology in order to 

propose a better way of living (Sagan,1986).Sagan, 

as a man of science and deep understanding of the 

human societies’ problems, corresponds to the 

distinctions between the hemispheres with the social 

ones and offers, through the examination of the 

functioning of our brain, the solution in order to 

achieve peaceful coexistence, solidarity, acceptance 

of the different individuals among us. Just as the 

corpus callosum is the key to the smooth 
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functioning of the mind, mutual support and 

cooperation between the cerebral hemispheres, so 

the social fabric must find a metaphorical corpus 

callosum in order to identify solutions to social 

problems. 

One realizes that Sagan's research is 

connected to ours in a deep and essential way. As, 

after all, all issues of human intellect, creation and 

society are connected to each other. Zeman, as a 

visual artist and creator, “knows” that by presenting 

the figure of the magician with one eye he 

articulates a visual proposition, a meaning derived 

from the images (ph. 2). The word “knows” is 

placed in quotation marks in order to point out 

andclarify that an artist can “know” even 

unconsciously where specific choices will lead 

him/her. This intuitive “knowledge” comes from the 

deep perception of his art, the friction with it, the 

many perceptions that he has taken care to acquire 

but also more broadly with the friction with art in 

general, the world of ideas and their representation. 

It could not concern us and there would be no 

reason to concern us whether visual or script choices 

are made intentionally by the respective director and 

animator in order to lead those who can decode 

cinema and its tools to specific conclusions. There is 

no way to verify this but, above all, it should not be 

part of a research at all. What a relative study, article 

or thesis should do is analyze and examine works of 

art based on what the signatories know of what 

emerges from the work itself. Not, of course, based 

on what the artists whose work is being studied may 

or may not know themselves as individuals. An 

artist acts consciously or unconsciously. And to 

make a connection again with Sagan's book and 

human biology, he acts mainly with his right 

hemisphere, that is, mainly intuitively. The resulting 

work of art can now be perceived as a "self-existent 

entity", as a soul itself.In Japanese animistic 

perception of life and art, seemingly inanimate 

objects possess a piece of their creator's soul. After 

all, everything in the world is movement. Even a 

theoretically immobile table is made up of myriads 

of moving and colliding molecules. The term 

animation itself derives from the word anima which 

is the Latin word for“soul”, connecting this way the 

animated film with the rendering of movement in 

sketches, dolls, plasticine, cardboard, three-

dimensional models, etc. The construction of things 

from scratch and then their animation, their moving 

procedure: This is by definition animation. 

Therefore, the conscious or not choice of each 

creator is not scientifically correct to be a matter of 

negotiation. A work now offers its own themes that 

the researcher owes to explore. 

The eyes in many cultures and in anime 

films as well, meaning the Japanese animated films, 

are the mirror of the soul and the door to it. When 

one of them is closed or dysfunctional, it implies a 

damage to the fundamental, as Sagan demonstrated, 

cooperation between the two hemispheres in order 

to achieve the proper balance of the human intellect, 

the human psyche. Hence the frequent, generally 

cinematic phenomenon of "bad" or even deviant, 

unconventional, latent characters being presented in 

cinema with one healthy and one “bad” eye. We 

have multiple examples from the nemesis of the 

literary and cinematic British super-agent James 

Bond, Ernst Stavro Blofeld in a series of films from 

the 1960s to the present day, to the character of 

Snake Plissken in "Escape from New York" and 

"Escape from L.A." (Escape from New York, 1981 / 

Escape from L.A., 1996) by John Carpenter (1948 - 

), the central heroine of the hard-hitting Swedish 

film "Thriller: A cruel picture" (En grym film, 1973) 

by Bo Arne Vibenius (1943 - ) and the character of 

El Driver in Quentin Tarantino’s “Kill Bill” films 

(Kill Bill Volume 1, 2003 / Kill Bill, Volume 2, 

2004) (Quentin Tarantino, 1963 - ) who was 

influenced by the aforementioned Swedish film of 

the 1970s. In fact, based on the social and linguistic 

prejudice analyzed by Sagan, most often the 

uncompromising and violent heroes who, despite of 

their violent nature they act from a sense of justice, 

have their left eye closed, that is, their “bad” side, 

leaving their “good” side free. The truly “bad” 

characters who lack empathy and wish the world’s 

harm out of selfishness and sadistic, personal 

pleasure, have their “good” eye closed, the right 

one, leaving their negative side free. This is the case 

with the evil wizard in Zeman's visual language, 

indicating his dark, malevolent soul, already from 

the first scene we see him, when the narrative has 

not yet informed us about the character's traits. 

Visual semiology through directorial, compositional 

and design choices, often renders more vividly or, at 

least, complementary to the scripted narrative, the 

themes and meanings of any films, live action or 

animated. 
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Photo 2: The one-eyed wizard 

 

Krabat, being homeless and hungry, cannot 

refuse the wizard's proposal. He believes that he has 

nothing to lose, only to gain food and shelter. He 

does not yet know that there is something much 

more important at stake behind this agreement and 

this is none other than his own soul, his own life, his 

own freedom. However, when the wizard asks 

Krabat if he accepts, the boy does not respond with 

anything specific. Instead, Zeman takes a close-up 

of the skull on the wizard’s office, which opens and 

closes its mouth as if “speaking” in the boy’s place 

or as if hypnotizing the boy to agree. The new 

situation is ratified with a handshake and the 

stopped gears of the mill begin to roll again, shaking 

the entire space and implying that their rotation is 

the evil wizard’s own energy and psychic power. 

The mill is a symbol of his inner world. We will also 

understand this at the end of the movie, in the scene 

of escalation, where the destruction of the mill 

presupposes the destruction of the wizard. The 

agreement can clearly refer to the corresponding one 

in Goethe's Faust (Goethe, 2020), where the Devil 

of the German writer is here the magician and Faust 

is here Krabat. 

 

V. An inversed Jesus’ story 
At the thirteenth minute of the story, Krabat 

meets eleven magician’s students who have started 

as apprentices, as assistants just like Krabat. 

Including Krabat, there are twelve, a symbolic 

number that we will examine below. Zeman draws 

the older students white - grayish, pale, without 

color. When the young hero meets them, one of 

them, Yura, cries for no apparent reason and 

Krabat's voice, who narrates the events in first-

person narration, states that Yura was a kind soul. 

Furthermore, we do not know yet the trap that the 

little protagonist has fallen into, nor the evil nature 

of the wizard. There are insinuations as we 

mentioned above but there has not been any scene 

that clearly indicates the deadly and cruel world of 

the black mill. This lack of color tonality from the 

other students is a visual parallel to what we noted 

above about the narrative. That is, once someone 

accepts the deal with the master and becomes his 

apprentice, he loseshis soul and slowly resembles a 

passive ghost. They die internally before they die 

physically. We will soon fully understand that the 

evil wizard exploits this very social inequality, the 

existence of young children on the streets, the 

poverty in which they live and their homelessness, 

in order for the shelter and daily food he offers them 

to function as attractive lures so he can imprison 

them under his control. All those who end up as his 

assistants are socially marginalized. Imagination 

lends itself to social – class – political allegory and 

Zeman seems to know this. Here, let us mention, in 

relation to the chromatic atonality of the eleven 

students, that the evil wizard himself is devoid of 

color in Zeman's drawings. It is implied, then, that 

this spectral state, the lack of life and the gradual 

loss of inner warmth that is externally depicted this 
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way, connects him to the students. The students tend 

to end up like their master, ghosts of their own older 

selves, hypostases that do not fully exist either in the 

world of the living or in the world of the dead but 

somewhere in between. Damned souls 

regressingbetween dimensions of space and time. 

At the fourteenth minute of the film, 

Krabat sweeps the room, works as a domestic 

servant. Zeman's very remarkable framing, places 

him in the middle of a frame formed by the beams 

of the mill. Initially, the frame within a frame is 

always and by definition an extremely powerful 

directorial choice. It creates levels of depth, gives 

space to perspective and, therefore, constitutes a 

dynamic composition. When a semiotic character is 

also attributed to it, we can undoubtedly claim that 

the director knows his job very well and understands 

the multi - level cinematic narrative as a whole. The 

visual narrative, the setting of the shot, once again 

corresponds to the scripted narrative, to the story. 

The context in which Zeman places his little hero is 

nothing more than a clear reference to his prison, to 

the trap in which he has fallen, which, we repeat, the 

viewer is not yet aware of. These are visual pre-

economies of the director towards the viewer who is 

knowledgeable about cinematic tools, a scholar who 

will recognize the signs. At the same time, for the 

casual viewer who will not "read" the visual 

narrative, the shot remains interesting and charming. 

Until the fifteenth minute of the story, our 

narrator, Krabat himself, mentions that the work at 

the mill was not easy but at least he finally had a 

home and food. We watch the twelve students eat 

together, in camaraderie, as they are served by the 

sensitive Yura who is the team's cook. Time passes 

and from winter we move to spring. Zeman shows 

the passage of time with a shot of the watermill 

turning which we initially see in a snowy landscape. 

Right after the snow, the landscape changes with a 

dissolve transition –where one image is fading into 

the next one- to a spring landscape. The mill 

remains the same, on another layer. Here, we have 

one of Zeman's usual tactics of intertwining live 

action with animation since the water of the mill - 

and probably the mill wheel itself – is a real one 

between the cardboard layers of the animation. We 

remind what we have noted above that Zeman 

makes, with "The Sorcerer's Apprentice", a film of 

pure animation but has left his mark in cinema 

history mainly for his monumental coupling of 

actors, live action and animation with cut 

cardboards (paper cut out animation).  

At the nineteenth minute, the evil wizard 

tells Krabat that he has already been with them for a 

quarter of a year and that the probationary period is 

over. He is no longer the miller's apprentice but a 

pupil. Then the boy is transformed into a black 

raven. We understand that all the other ravens who 

were with the wizard-raven in the beginning of the 

story, when he lured Krabat to follow him to the mill 

for the first time, are the other students which were 

under the influence of the wizard. Adults who were 

once children, in the same situation as Krabat, who 

all fell into the wizard's trap. The evil miller now 

laughs malevolently having made a deal with Krabat 

but the boy shows signs of disobedience. Instead of 

sitting submissively like the other ravens, he begins 

to fly around the wizard, drawing the other birds 

into an act that indicates a desire for freedom. The 

wizard orders them to sit. He tells him that he is 

now a student of the black school and that in this 

school they do not learn reading, writing or 

arithmetic but the black arts. He tells him that the 

large book that is always in front of him, open on his 

desk, is the cursed book Koraktor which contains all 

the spells in the world but which only he, the master, 

can read. He tells him that, since it’s forbidden for 

anyone to read from the Koraktor, he will teach him 

simple invocations. Zeman visually validates the 

dramatic nature of the scene with successive, short 

close-ups and generic shots that turn into medium 

ones. Krabat's soul is now inextricably linked to the 

black mill of death, submission and black arts. We 

understand that there is a constant inverse of 

Christianity’s story and the dogma of soul’s 

salvation. The disciples of the black mill are not 

coincidentallytwelve like the disciples of Christ. The 

master - magician, an inverted symbol of Jesus who, 

instead of teaching love and solidarity, captures 

souls in order to serve him while he teaches them 

servility and obedience. Our narrator, Krabat 

himself, in the twentieth minute of our story says 

that from that moment on he belonged to the master, 

soul and body. He had surrendered to him in life and 

death. 

At the twenty-first minute of the film, 

Krabat informs the viewers that there were many 

schools of magic in Lusatia. The difference was that 

this one looked like a mill and had to do with black 

magic. This can also be decoded as a religious 

correspondence. There were many religions but this 

one had this particular evil wizard as its god and 

master. The ravens - students fly around the mill, 

isolated from the rest of society, all alone in the 

countryside, with no chance of escape. They are 

always under the gaze of the leader raven. 

Nevertheless, the wizard sometimes sends the pupils 

to the world, to the nearest village, to carry out tests 

and prove whether they have assimilated what they 

learn about black magic. At the twenty-fifth minute, 
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on the day of Holy Saturday of Easter week, a new 

test is assigned to the students. They must, in pairs, 

find a place where a person's life ended violently 

and stay there all night. This is another latent 

correspondence to Christianity. On the day that 

symbolizes the death of Christ, the diabolical 

magician chooses a heretic, blasphemous mission. 

Krabat and Tony, as ravens, fly for quite some time 

searching for such a place. They pass by a scaffold, 

but two other disciples have arrived there. Finally, 

Krabat and Tony find a wooden, crooked cross and 

sit on it. This is another directorial – design choice 

that functions as a latent Christianity symbol. A 

cross on the night of Jesus' crucifixion, which, 

however is crooked, indicating the distortion of 

things (Ph. 3).  

 

 
Photo 3: The crooked cross 

 

Krabat narrates that he did not like it there 

but the view was beautiful and they sat down. From 

the macabre place where they sit, they see a church 

in the distance and hear the bells of Holy Saturday 

church ceremony. Krabat says that the song of the 

bells, which he had not heard for a long time, 

reminded him of his childhood in his village and 

made him miss normal people. To the singing of the 

bells is added the happy, carefree singing of a young 

girl. Zeman films the entire scene with unparalleled 

atmosphere, emphasizing the dark silhouettes of the 

characters under the full moon and the starry night 

sky. Krabat is fascinated by the girl's song, stretches 

out his beak and looks at her with excessive 

attention. With the first light of the sun, however, 

the students must return and so the two ravens take 

the road to the mill. In the twenty-seventh minute, 

we watch the boy, in his human form, still thinking 

about the girl and telling us that since that day her 

song has been ringing in his heart, unable to forget 

it. Here we should note that in the overwhelming 

majority of shots in which there is movement in 

some direction, whether this is of human bodies or 

ravens, etc., the guiding line that is drawn is that 

from right to left which is followed in the visual 

perception of the Japanese artists based on their way 

they read, from right to left. Zeman, as a Westerner, 

would have been more logical, expected and 

appropriate, to place his heroes moving in the 

opposite direction, as we read in the West and as our 

cerebral visual perception has been shaped. His 

emphasis on this direction refers to Japanese anime 

but also points out, in iconographic symbolism, the 

movement of the heroes "backwards", their 

regression to a dead end, their inability to break 

their prison and move forward.  

Soon, Krabat mentions that time in this evil 

mill seemed to be passing faster than it should. 

Christmas is approaching and he is still thinking 

about the beautiful girl he saw that night singing. 

When he attempts to set up a Christmas tree, the evil 

wizard scolds him. He tells him to throw it out 

immediately and that such things have no place 

there. Then he throws it out of the window himself, 

much to the boy's sorrow. "It was a strange 

Christmas," says young Krabat who later finds a 
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coffin, to his great surprise, while no one has died. 

He then sees his friend, Tony, climbing the snowy 

hill, his body slumped, bent over, suggesting 

sadness, mourning and with a shovel on his 

shoulder. Krabat shouts to him to find out what is 

going on but Tony continues as if he hasn’t heard 

him, a mournful figure in the white landscape. 

Exactly at 28’43’’ Krabat says that he tried 

unsuccessfully to discover what was happening in 

the mill and at that moment we see him strangely, 

noisily climbing the ladder. The ladder, once again 

bisects the frame. Now Zeman does it in a diagonal 

form. Every diagonal line in optical language 

indicates movement. A vertical line is “firm” 

and“strong” suggesting certainty. A horizontal line 

indicates calmness and balance. If, in fact, this 

horizontal line is also in the middle of the synthesis, 

we are dealing with the psychological equivalent of 

absolute serenity. A diagonal line, however, causes 

subcutaneously, a mind confusion about whether it 

is falling or rising. It is dynamic in the sense of 

potential movement (Haley, 2016). Here, Zeman 

uses this dynamic diagonal line that divides the 

frame into two triangles at the moment when his 

hero is simultaneously in an inner alertness, a 

mental turmoil. The external symbol of the implied 

movement is connected to his mental mobility. This 

constitutes, from the creator's point of view, another 

element of the excellent use of visual tools in 

relation to the events of the story.  

Krabat goes up to the bedroom where he 

sleeps with the other students and sees them with 

their faces in their hands, sad, silent, as if they know 

that something tragic is about to happen but do not 

dare to speak out. The young man descends the 

stairs and peeks into the wizard's office through the 

keyhole where he hears him announce to Tony a 

final test in order to either succeed him as the leader 

of the black mill or end up in the coffin. The test 

takes place as we have the conflict between the two 

wizards, master and learner, holder and claimant of 

the position of power. A conflict that takes place 

through transformations into animals and that 

Zeman films with a clear sense of rhythm, color and 

violence. The large amount of blood contained in 

this scene is indicative in order to demonstrate the 

ferocity of the evil wizard. The apprentices seem to 

have no choice. When he appoints, they have to face 

him, claiming his position at the head of the black 

mill school. However, the outcome of each test 

seems predetermined since the pupils only come 

into contact with a limited number of spells and 

powers that the master lets them know. They do not 

have access to the Koraktor like he does, so their 

knowledge is limited by him and, by extension, the 

range of their powers is controlled and much smaller 

than his. Thus, Tony is killed by the wizard during 

the test and Krabat is an eyewitness. 

With the death of Tony, the number of 

students is eleven. Then the mill mechanism stops 

until the next student arrives and the twelve are 

completed again. The number twelve, mentioned 

above, is clearly symbolic. It refers to the twelve 

disciples of Christ and Zeman's tale confirms its 

purely allegorical character as an inverted version of 

the story of Christ and his disciples. The murder of 

each student through the final test always takes 

place at Christmas, a holy and sacred season for 

Christianity, a season of life and birth that contrasts 

with the blasphemous test of the sorcerer that 

always leads to the murder of a young man. 

Furthermore, beyond the number twelve, the status 

of the disciples as poor and lost souls who find 

refuge next to a wise and leading figure is an 

element that raises questions about whether Zeman's 

intention is only to craft a reversed fairy tale of 

Christian symbolism in order to demonstrate the 

superiority of good, which is clearly an intention of 

his, or is it, in addition, something beyond that. A 

heretical, somewhat provocative look - a critique of 

the messages of Christian dogma and the 

"protection" of the weak from the "divine", leading, 

guiding power that can mislead and deprive more 

than it has promised to offer. 

The new candidate arrives at the mill. 

Another poor child, the next to fall into the trap of 

the evil wizard. At the thirtieth minute of the film, 

narrator Krabat states that "the mill wheel never 

stood idle for long. The master had two cruel 

assistants at his side. Hunger and cold”. Zeman 

films the arrival of the new apprentice who will 

once again complete the dozen with characteristic 

dramatization. In a white, snowy landscape, there 

are clusters of bare trees on the right and left side of 

the frame and a gap in the center. There, from the 

depth of field, the new destitute child who will be 

called upon to face the demonic master appears in a 

general shot and approaches in a medium one. 

Zeman, once more, designs and directs with 

symbolism and drama the trapping of souls in the 

den of black magic. When the new child arrives and 

enters the black mill just like Krabat once did, the 

spider catches the butterfly in its web (Ph. 4). The 

spider is the magician, its web clearly symbolizes 

the extortionate, immoral, dishonest way in which it 

imprisons souls, and the butterfly is the symbol of 

the soul in many aspects of world philosophy and 

mythology. There are many myths and philosophical 

approaches to the perception and parallelism of the 

soul as a butterfly.  (Antonakou, Triarhou, 2017). 
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Photo 4: The butterfly-soul caught in the web 

 

The newly arrived apprentice is drawn by 

Zeman and his collaborators in color, as is Krabat in 

color, meaning again that when the children arrive at 

the mill they still have their souls intact, while later, 

through constant contact with evil and death, they 

lose their humanity and their warmth ending up 

"colorless", something that Zeman literally 

visualizes. 

 

VI. Love conquers all and the return to 

cosmos’ soul 
Events of disobedience and rebellion of 

Krabat against the "infallibility" of the leader's 

authority will follow, events that will in turn lead to 

Krabat's final test against the magician. Meanwhile, 

the boy has met the girl who charmed him and they 

have developed a relationship of mutual love 

through secret meetings, hidden from the magician. 

During their encounters they simply look at each 

other without uttering a single word, all their 

meetings are silent. The eyes, in many folklore 

traditionsaround the world, are considered as the 

mirror of soul. The two children, therefore, are as if 

reading each other's souls, knowing within 

themselves that words, in such deeper emotional 

situations, are unnecessary.  

Krabat's uncompromising nature will lead 

him to read the sacred black book whose access the 

magician has forbidden to the disciples. Krabat 

acquires, in this way, the knowledge from which his 

master has excluded him. He tastes the forbidden 

fruit of this knowledge and clashes with authority. 

At the last page of the Koraktor he reads that true 

love can defeat all spells. During the last ten 

minutes of the film, the wizard, enraged by the boy's 

disobedience and after a trap test in which he tried 

to kill him, challenges Krabat to his own final test 

and offers him the shovel to dig his own grave. The 

young man breaks the shovel and is sentenced by 

the wizard to eternal imprisonment in the school of 

the black mill. However, a friend of Krabat goes and 

calls Krabat’s love interest, the girl who loves him. 

This friend of his is one of the two children with 

whom Krabat sang the carols duringthe feast of the 

three magi at the beginning of the film and shared 

the food and warmth of the stable when they were 

still homeless but free.  
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Photo 5: The boy and the girl returning to the cosmic eye – the soul of universe 

 

The magician puts the girl to a test in order 

for her to save Krabat’s and her own life. She has to 

identify the young man among the other pupils 

while she is blindfolded. Evil magician puts all 

disciples in a line and the girl, with a handkerchief 

blocking her eye contact with the apprentices, 

passes in front of them. If she fails, Krabat will 

remain forever bound by the evil magician and the 

girl will be killed. Exactly in the seventieth minute 

of the film, the boy fears for the life of his beloved 

one and his heart beats fast as she passes in front of 

him. The girl listens to the heart beating loudly and 

chooses him, characteristically saying that she is 

sure since she hears the "voice of his heart". Then 

the magician turns into a skeleton, the mill shakes 

and the candle on his desk falls, igniting the 

Koraktor and ultimatelythe entire mill. This scene, 

like the movie as a whole, is aesthetically pleasing, 

with the purple of the destruction being "dressed" by 

the white of the landscapeoffering a color palette of 

intense expressiveness. The school, therefore, burns 

completely, the magician is destroyed by true love 

and all the spells, his influence, his power over the 

twelve students are dissolved. They all become 

normal people again and take the path to their 

freedom. The boy and the girl, holding hands, walk 

through the falling snow and move away into the 

distance between the white trees. Above them, in the 

universe, the spiral image of the galaxy in the 

purple-blue night sky. This last image is one of the 

most visually remarkable compositions of a film that 

is, in any case, distinguished by its high aesthetics 

and visual symbols. The image of the galaxy refers, 

schematically, to a cosmic eye that sees everything 

and, in this case, symbolizes the return of the 

children to the "womb" of the world, to the core of 

life (Ph. 5). Two souls freed from manipulation who 

return to the soul of the universe and the essence of 

cosmos. 
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