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The present study examines a situation in which a work of architecture 
becomes a listed monument during the productive career of its author. 
Such instances are few but have begun to occur with greater frequency, 
considering the increasingly brief time between the completion of the work 
and its legal protection. The case study analysed is that of the Bratislava 
crematorium, built from the design of Slovak architect Ferdinand Milučký 
in 1969 and in 2003 declared a national monument as an artistically 
exceptional and internationally significant work. Milučký was known for 
his vehement defence of architects’ authorial rights, yet nonetheless largely 
accepted the monument status for his crematorium, which prevented 
any further interventions in the work. The study attempts to summarise 
the lessons arising from the divergence between this situation and that 
of earlier built monuments by authors no longer living, while bringing 
attention to the tension between the innovative tendencies of a living 
architect and the conservation-oriented nature of monument protection, 
along with the subjective motivations of the creator. Further, it highlights 
the gaps in current monument-protection and intellectual-property 
legislation and the possibilities for cooperation in monument care. 
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The “Death” of the Author 
When Roland Barthes published his provocative article 
on the death of the author in 1967 and 1968,1 the con-
struction of Slovakia’s first crematorium was reaching 
its completion in Bratislava. Barthes, of course, was fo-
cusing on literary criticism and made no explicit mention 
of architecture, yet his reflections on the importance of 
the observer and the retreat of the author could easily 
apply to it, as indeed to any creative discipline. After all, 
how many passers-by could even name the authors of the 
buildings around them, let alone what they thought and 
what stylistic language they wished to use? Indeed, many 
authors discussing architecture reacted to Barthes’s thesis 
and attempted to capture the influences that come to bear 
on architectural creation beyond the individual author-ar-
chitect. Further worthwhile inspiration was provided in 
turn by the postmodernism of the 1980s.2

In the case of the architect of the Bratislava crematori-
um, Ferdinand Milučký (1929–2019), he was hardly close 
to death, whether in the literal or the metaphoric sense of 
Barthes’s formulation. He was young, at the peak of his 
creative force, and anything but shy as an architect-author. 
Quite the reverse: he put great stock in his authorship and 
throughout his career struggled to ensure the recognition 
of architects’ authorial rights. 

Yet during his lifetime, Milučký was confronted with one 
moment that essentially cut him off from a work he had 
authored – in 2003, the Bratislava crematorium was declared 
a national cultural monument.3 It occurred still during his 
productive life and for the next decade and a half he took 
an active role in projects for the maintenance, restoration, 
and adjustment of this structure. A relationship entirely new 
and previously unprecedented: a living author and a built  

 
monument. What new situations arose from this status, and 
how did society and the specific architect react to them? 

The Method
In acquiring the material for the present study, the primary 
method was to draw upon my personal conversations with 
the architect. Further information could be gained from 
statements that he provided to professional publications and 
the news media, from study of his personal sketches and 
blueprints, including the project for the crematorium’s res-
toration, which are preserved in the Slovak National Gal-
lery and the Slovak Museum of Design in Bratislava. Also 
included in these archival funds are various documents or 
official complaints that reveal the architect’s struggle to 
ensure his own rights as an author. Further information 
was acquired from interviews with the deputy head of the 
monuments protection office when the crematorium was 
declared a national landmark, the director of the organi-
zation administering the building of the crematorium, and 
the current heiress to Milučký’s authorial rights.

Monument Status in the Author’s Lifetime 
In the past, the centre of attention for the protection of 
built monuments initially involved buildings of anony-
mous authorship and several centuries – if not millennia 
– in age. Over time, the distance between the building’s or-
igins and its monument status grew shorter, and their 
initiators emerged out of the depths of history as known 
personalities. And with further definition of monument 
protection, the subject of interest spread to ever more 
recent works. The same process can be seen in Slova-
kia’s practice, or respectively the heritage practices in 

The floor plan of the realized version of the crematorium
Source: Fund F. Milučký, SNG
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Czechoslovakia and even earlier under Austro-Hungarian 
or Hungarian rule. In the later part of the 19th century, the 
predominant area for attention was the protection and res-
toration of the earliest built works from the Romanesque 
and Gothic eras.4 As the historical range of protection 
gradually expanded, the time lag between construction 
and preservation grew shorter. Even though the earliest 
buildings never disappeared as a subject of interest, they 
were gradually joined by newer ones and, by the last years 
of the 20th century, even ones only a few decades old. 

In current monument-protection discourse, attention 
has been turned mostly to the specific questions of pre-
serving recent architecture,4 rather than explicitly the 
work of living authors. Still, in cases when prominent 
architects had long lives, such as, for instance, Oscar 
Niemeyer (1907–2012), they experienced the overlap be-
tween their lifespan and the monument protection of their 
own works, observing “that a listed project belongs to the 
community and not to its author”.5 Other authors have 
noted that “today, architects and designers live longer 
than their buildings, and, essentially, we are arguing for 
the preservation of our own buildings”,6 hence similar mo-
ments of overlap will only be more frequent in the future. 

The briefness of the interval is more likely for build-
ings where the monument value is based on collective 
memory – i.e., that of participants and buildings with 
a historical dimension. Such works can become protected 
sites not long after completion, hence with a high likeli-
hood of their authors still being alive.7 As such, the sense 
of completion, closure, or officiality of these architectural 
works prevents the authors from any further intervention, 
in contrast to the greater bulk of architecture. 

Of these works, there were only three in Slovakia that 
achieved monument status during their creators’ lifetimes 
before the case of the Bratislava crematorium.8 First, in 
1963, was the Morava sanatorium from 1933 by Bohuslav 
Fuchs (1895–1972), yet the changes made to it prior to 
the declaration took place without involvement of the 
original author.9 Also in 1963, monument status was gi-
ven to the town swimming baths in Košice from 1935 by 
Ľudovít Oelschläger (1896–1984); he, though, had been 
expelled to Hungary after 1945 and thus had no possi-
bilities of influencing his work from across the border. 
Moreover, around three decades had elapsed before these 
buildings received heritage status, while the protection 
of modernist architecture turned out to be only a brief 
episode. Any truly systematic protection of modernist 
works came only toward the end of the century. It was in 
this period (1996) that the third such protected modern 
work became the Financial Palace in Žilina from 1931 
by Michal Maximilián Scheer (1902–2000); again, the 
author, who was 94 years old at the time, had no further 
involvement with the building.10 

Understandably, we cannot expect that the time be-
tween a building’s completion and its monument status 
will continue to shrink at such a rapid pace. Stabilizing the 
attribution of monument status requires a certain chrono-
logical detachment, which also involves detachment from 
the subjectivity of the author. Yet precisely the case of 
Milučký’s Bratislava crematorium saw the simultaneous 
and parallel appearance – partially in harmony and par-
tially in disagreement – of the two principles of monument 
protection and authorial rights. How did this split manifest 
itself, and what conclusions can be drawn from it?

Milučký also designed the columbarium for the urn grove; 
it was here that plans were later made for installing a cross, 

which sparked a negative reaction
Photo: Rajmund Müller



Milučký always defended the rights of the author with  
great confidence; this photograph shows him presenting  

the crematorium during its opening, 26 January 1969
Source: TASR
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A Diminishing Interval
The shifting time boundary and the diminishing interval 
of distance were aided by the initiative leading to the 
founding of the international organization for protect-
ing modern architecture DOCOMOMO and the start of 
its activity. Its primary goal was the documentation and 
protection of the Modernist movement, in other words 
of works from the interwar period. By the time of the 
organisation’s start (founding in 1988, first conference in 
1990), around half a century had passed and the iconic 
authors were already deceased.11 Gradually, though, by 
the turn of the millennium its attention extended to newer 
works.12 In the regions of eastern Europe, however, its 
protection continued to be delayed, since there the legacy 
of postwar architecture remained “still connected to the 
ideology of the former regime, and thus rejected not only 
by the public but equally by the preservation field”.13 Yet 
even so, a shift did occur, as attested by the declaration 
of the Bratislava crematorium as a monument in 2003.

The Bratislava Crematorium and Its Author
Efforts to create the first crematorium building in Slo-
vakia had a long history. Already in the 19th century, the 
Viennese association Die Flamme made plans to build 
a crematorium in nearby Bratislava. However, not even the 
left-wing parties in the interwar city council succeeded, 
and it was only with the official atheism of the Communist 
regime after 1948 that it became possible – though even 
so, with a delay of two decades.14 

Indeed, the time when the final design for the crema-
torium was underway, the mid-1960s, was favourable for 
two parallel reasons: the official atheism of the regime 
and its increasing political liberaliztion,15 the tolerance of 
cremation by the Catholic Church after the Second Vatican 
Council, the maturing of architectural Modernism, the 
elan of the first graduates of the Slovak Technical Uni-
versity, and, for the artworks that form an integral part 
of the crematorium complex, an effort toward a uniquely 
Slovak national retelling of modernist principles.

Ferdinand Milučký was a member of the collective that 
produced the winning design for the Bratislava cemetery 
and crematorium in 195516 as well as the winner of the 
national competition for a funeral hall from 1964, though 
he had been working on the final project for the Bratislava 
crematorium since 1963. The architect was forty when 
the building opened in January 1969; though he created 
several other noteworthy buildings for the remainder of 
his professional career, the crematorium remained his 
crowning achievement. 

Milučký as an architect took great care and thorough-
ness in addressing all possible aspects of each project. 
For every design, he invariably tested a long series of 
possible solutions, creating many working sketches and 
variants. And this applied as well to the crematorium. The 
large glass wall in the front of the main hall was originally 
intended only as a side wall; in the final phase, he moved it 
to the façade, echoing the example of the university chap-
el in Otaniemi (K. and H. Siren). Undeniably, many of the  

 
approaches that Milučký used here had their precursors 
in the architecture of interwar or postwar modernism. He 
greatly admired the plan for Stockholm’s forest cemetery 
(E. G. Asplund and S. Lewerentz), along with the openness 
of Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona pavilion.17 All these 
inspirations became originally transformed in his design.

The reason for recalling this complex history of the 
building’s development and the underlying authorial de-
cisions behind the future work is that these factors conti-
nued to play a role in the author’s awareness, affecting his 
later decisions on how to treat his finished work once it 
became a monument. For older buildings by authors no 
longer alive, these matters would be entirely irrelevant.

Shortly after its completion, the crematorium won 
widespread praise and its author was awarded leading 
national prizes.18 “Today this ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’ that dis-
creetly accompanies the path of the mourner is considered 
one of the icons of modernism in Slovakia.”19 Moreover, it 
was repeatedly discussed abroad, with Kenneth Frampton 
and Wilfried Wang including it in their selection of world 
architecture for 1900–2000.20 Pierre von Meiss stated “the 
great cemetery (and crematory) of Bratislava, inspired 
by Scandinavian forest cemeteries, stands as one of the 
most important architectural contributions of Commu-
nist-era Eastern Europe”.21 Or for Wolfgang J. Stock, “it 
is not only a masterpiece of Slovak architecture but of 
Modernism as a whole”.22 

Monument status was assigned to the crematorium only 
35 years after its completion. By this point, the architect 
was 75 but still active, and the city of Bratislava, as the 
building’s owner, turned to him to commission design 
projects for its maintenance, alterations, and restoration. 

Minor Changes
Even previously, though, the architect had returned to 
the building and even made partial supplements to his 
design. For instance, shortly after the completion of the 
crematorium, he added a columbarium.23 Later, after the 
building was under monument protection, he prepared 
a restoration plan, correcting certain problems that had 
lasted since the time of construction or had arisen through 
natural wear as the building was used. 

Several changes were necessitated by stricter construc-
tion standards, such as the raising of the low connecting 
balustrade on the terrace. For improved handicapped 
accessibility, a rear entrance was created and, because of 
the water seepage into the spaces below the terrace, the 
architect had to weaken his powerful modernistic idea 
of connecting the exterior with the interior; the original 
paving of small basalt cubes leading continually from the 
entrance through the ramp and the terrace up to the main 
hall facing the terrace was replaced with larger stones. 
With only rare exceptions, these changes were highly 
organic and indeed minor, leaving the wider architec-
tonic concept unviolated. Only the replacement of the 
flagstones brought questions from the monuments board, 
but not an objection. 



Alterations to the paving stones of the access ramp
Photo: Matúš Dulla, 2018
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Not even further developments of funeral ceremonies 
or cremation technology implied significant changes, 
and whenever alterations became necessary, they were 
either adapted to the original concept or regarded as 
sufficiently self-evident that they could be carried out 
with the general consent of the user, the architect, and 
later even the monuments office. 

Between 2006 and 2009, thus around four decades 
after the building’s completion and after its declaration as 
a protected monument, restoration took place following 
a project by the original architect himself. It corrected 
a few flaws persisting from the original construction (e.g., 
the poor-quality plating of the attic), damage ensuing 
over time (e.g., cracked tiling slabs), along with removal 
of various signs of age (polishing the slabs, renewing the 
original “glowing” colours of the wood panelling that had 
darkened across the years), and similar matters. 

Several of these changes were not in full accordance 
with strict heritage preservation. For example, the remov-
al of the traces of age on the limestone cladding meant, 
in Alois Riegl’s definition, “the value of the new” sur-
mounting the “value of the old”.24 The definition of the 
“old”, nonetheless, remains a problematic one in the case 
of more recent buildings even among specialists,25 and 
the architect-author preferred to return to an original 
“newness”, in other words the condition of the object at 
the moment of its creation. And in turn, for the user as 
well any defects from wear and aging can themselves be 
an essential problem or even hindrance. 

While the restoration took place under supervision 
of the monuments office, the dominant factor remained 
the personality of the architect and heritage supervision 
entirely secondary. Milučký consistently followed any 
subsequent interventions in other works of his and always 
vociferously demanded the right to design them person-
ally. Considerable struggles occurred over the right to 
design alterations to the embassy buildings in Moscow 
and Rome, where he shared authorship credit jointly with 
architect Jozef Chovanec. And he took particular care to 
ensure he never lost the authorial chance to design the 
renovations to the crematorium, a building near where 
he lived and could attentively follow its condition. Still, 
the greatest conflicts came with the crematorium’s oper-
ator regarding the removal of an old oak tree, which the 
architect had used as a focal point of the composition in 
planning the end of the access route. 

The changes undergone by the crematorium and the 
columbarium before as well as after its official monu-
ment designation, in which the architect was involved to 
a greater or lesser extent, can be classed into four groups. 

1)	 First: the expected and natural changes that add 
to the value of age (growth and maturing of trees, 
patina on the walls and stone cladding); 

2)	 Second: divergences from the original design 
or returns to it (changes to the flagstones of the 
terrace, the return of the previously removed 
statue “Sorrow” [Smútok] to the urn grove);

3)	 Third: changes brought by technical progress, 
whether small (replacement of worn components 
or fixing of errors in the original structure) or 
large (replacement of the crematorium ovens). 

4)	 Fourth: changes for humanization and increased 
user comfort (the rear access route, the farewell 
room by the crematorium ovens, the raised bal-
ustrades).

 
Most of these changes can be regarded as natural and even 
if they imply alterations to the original state, they are 
treated as if self-evident. In general, the building’s user 
insisted on changes concerning function and technology 
yet also took a critical view of certain problems with the 
original architectural design that significantly affected 
its immediate everyday use. And these changes were pro-
posed often in direct conflict with the architect. 

 
Authors’ Rights vs. Monument Status 

The question of monument preservation is equally urgent 
on the international scale, with significant application to 
monuments in terms of architecture.26 The Slovak Monu-
ments Act27 focuses on the earliest stratum of built monu-
ments, where the question of direct authorship often has no 
bearing and authors’ rights thus would never be invoked. 
For architecture, it specifies only that such restoration of 
architectural heritage is allowed that would “neither threat-
en, nor damage, nor destroy”28 – with ho implication that the 
original author of the work might even be involved. And 
indeed, when the crematorium was declared a monument, 
Milučký was not counted among the persons affected, nor 
was there any provision that he would be formally delivered 
the announcement of its status. 

In the Slovak Copyright Act29, which is comparable 
to other intellectual property legislation in Europe,30 the 
question of authorship rights in architectural works is 
mentioned only in passing. Moreover, neither of these cited 
laws addresses the special situation when an author has the 
ambition, or is directly commissioned, to alter or change 
their work. Per the formulation of the Copyright Act, the 
owner or another user of a building may “undertake with-
out the author’s agreement only such structural alterations 
and maintenance work as are unavoidable for maintaining 
it in good condition and for preserving the functional use, 
and which do not lower the value of the architectural work”31, 
yet never stating explicitly that the right to design these 
alterations should be given to the original author. 

Between these positions, though, exists a certain ten-
sion. The monument-protection approach is grounded 
in retaining the original parameters, preferably in con-
junction with retaining the original function, while the 
creators’-rights approach assumes the right for the ori-
ginal creative freedom to allow for subsequent authorial 
intervention and a change within the work. Yet the latter 
is willing to accept monument protection, which usu-
ally is applied several decades later, implying the need 
for restoration and the emergence in the interval of new 



The first picture of the Bratislava crematorium grounds 
Photo: L. M. Michalovič, 1969



The main hall. At the head of the catafalque in the main hall, 
a portable cross can be seen, which the architect designed  

in 2009 during the renovation of the building  
Photo: O. Triaška Stefanović, 2017



Milučký ensured his name was placed  
by the entrance to the crematorium

Photo: Matúš Dulla



Milučký with a replica of the original model  
of the crematorium complex

Photo: Katarína Andrášiová, 2003



The architect clashed with the crematorium management 
after they removed an old oak tree that he had used as 

a compositional element for the new rear access road; he 
decided to design a monument to commemorate the tree

Source: Fund F. Milučký, SNG

Plan for the crematorium’s restoration from 2006 indicating 
the grid pattern of the new floor tiles

Source: Fund F. Milučký, SNG 
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demands for the object. The question remains as to what 
extent legislation should reflect the problematics of the 
relation to the living author of the monument – though 
it unquestionably should take this situation into account 
and assume that the author should be a participant in the 
decision on monument status. 

In turn, the uncertainty around individual authorship 
remained a cause, under the political system before 1989 
which focused more on the collective than the individual, 
of dissatisfaction among architects regarding the protec-
tion of their authorial rights. In fact, among architects 
Milučký was a significant proponent in his lifetime of 
ensuring authorial rights not only for his own works, but 
as a general principle for the rights of other architects.32 

A Monument after the Death of the Author
Understandably, after the (physical) death of the author, 
all rights to make changes in the work, which the original 
architect as author could have implemented, come to an 
end. Succeeding them, though, is the point of inheritance 
of intellectual property rights, a matter that gains further 
complexity when the holder of these rights is a qualified 
architect as well. And such is the case with Milučký, whose 
heir became his widow, architect Júlia Kunovská. Her 
views became decisive in the first major controversy after 
Milučký’s death, involving the request to install a cross 
inside the grounds of the urn grove. The crematorium 
operator stated that he had personally spoken to the archi-
tect at the end of his life and that he allegedly was willing 
to consider the addition, even though the crematorium 
had been created as an entirely secular concept and was 
devoid of any religious symbols. Yet when the plans were 
made for realization, Kunovská announced her opposition 
to it, stating that she had never known her late husband to 
have given any sign of agreement. After several further 
statements of objection, the crematorium management 
eventually dropped the idea.33

Still, it is not inconceivable that the architect may have 
considered installing a cross – considering that during his 
restoration project (2006), he proposed for the main hall 
an unassuming portable cross. It must be said that he al-
ways understood his work as continually open to his own 
authorial interventions, unlike those who regarded his 
work as a completed artefact and a monument-protected 
building. For them, the addition of a cross was not merely 
a formal superfluity, but in principle a contradiction of 
the original idea and formulation of the crematorium. 

Conclusion
The case study of the Bratislava crematorium, which we 
have considered here as exemplary, may indicate certain 
instructive points, yet it should be admitted that the case is 
unique. As such, the conclusions need not prove universal 
and several of them may be inapplicable. Indeed, even the 
constellation of monument and living author is, and is 
likely to remain, exceptional. Still, we should summarize 
those points that seem to hold objective validity: 

1)	 Considering the increase in humans’ average and 
productive ages and the shrinking gap in proclaim-
ing architectural works as monuments, it can be 
assumed that more cases are likely to occur. 

2)	 Authors are likely to welcome monument status as 
the crowning acknowledgement of the qualities 
of their works, yet at the time of their creation 
such a possibility is far beyond the horizon of 
interest, particularly for such an innovative and 
ahistorical modernist work as the Bratislava cre-
matorium is. 

3)	 Declaring an architectural work a monument is 
a matter that architects tend to take quite person-
ally, while monument experts usually view it as 
the absorption of the work into the care of the 
entire community while the individual creator 
remains marginal. 

4)	 If authors regard monument status as a person-
al award, they consequently tend to claim the 
right to make changes in the object, in this in-
stance citing authorship or intellectual-property 
rights. Of course, their activities are limited by 
the interests of the building’s owner, where the 
dominant questions are practical ones, yet these 
best highlight the weak points of the object and 
point out how to correct them. 

5)	 Monument institutions can acquire an ally in the 
original architect, who has a detailed knowledge 
of the object and, unlike a deceased author, has 
the right under intellectual property law to enact 
changes in it. Experts in monument protection 
may likely lack such extensive information and 
can thus be at an argumentative disadvantage 
with respect to the work’s originator. 

6)	 Authorship rights in this case, though, should 
be proportionally limited. 

7)	 Tensions can arise if authors oppose the strict 
protection of the original design in the event of 
changes of opinion, new experience, reaction to 
stylistic changes, or desire to correct errors.

8)	 In creating their designs, architects made a series of 
essential decisions and selected from a large array 
of possibilities, which could lead to the belief that 
even under monument protection, they should have 
the right to make innovations and changes. This 
belief, though, stands in direct opposition to the 
practice of monument protection in preserving 
a single specific design and a unique built object.

The object of the Bratislava crematorium, which be-
came a national monument while its author was still living 
and creating, provides several stimuli for reflecting on 
what circumstances surround a monument of this unusual 
type. In this text, we have pointed out those that differ 
from the case of monuments with a deeper history and 
indicated conclusions that could help provide protection 
in such a rare case, yet one hardly impossible in the future.
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