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Comics as media of social division in Poland”

We [the Poles, A.B.] are mentally and socially a broken society. On the one hand, the
liberal-democratic, rational and secular culture of the West. On the other hand, the
demagogizing tribalist authoritarianism in relation to religious-patriotic values, the
Eastern despotism that builds the community on the basis of lies about the past, hatred
towards foreigners, grotesque megalomania, fear and religious superstition. [...] Our
theoretically ethnical and religiously homogeneous Poland is in a state of cultural war.
(Bartosz Bolechéw) 20161

Abstract: This article at the intersection of cultural studies of popular and memory
culture deals with the genre of comics as an identity-forming (protest) medium and pro-
jection surface for the ideologized ‘culture war’ between traditionalists and modernists
in contemporary Poland. The analysis focuses on two historical comics that combine facts
and the imaginary and refer back to the Second World War, the communist period and the
recent history of the Republic of Poland after 1989. The article juxtaposes two title heroes
and their comic worlds, which represent opposite ends of the political spectrum and reveal
the problem areas of Poland’s dividedness along the underlying canon of values and sym-
bolic worlds: Jan Hardy, the national-conservative ‘cursed soldier,” and Likwidator, the
relentless ‘anarcho-terrorist.” The characters and their adventures exemplify fundamental
memory and cultural, religious, nationalist and emancipatory discourses in Poland today.
The focus of the analysis lies on the creation context and the (visual) language with its
narrative-aesthetic intensifications, which illuminate Poland’s current state of conflict
between national egoism and traditional ‘cultural patriotism,” on the one hand, and lib-
eral value relativism, with its progressive-emancipatory rhetoric, on the other.
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*  This paper was first published in German in Zeitschrift fiir Volkskunde 2021, 117 (1): 43-62. The text and
quotations in German have been translated by Philip Saunders. The article represents an unpublished
research aspect from my dissertation on Polish protest culture after 1989, published in 2020 in the
series “Ethnografische Perspektiven auf das 6stliche Europa” [Ethnographic Perspectives on Eastern
Europe] by the publishing house Transcript.

1  Bartosz Bolechow (cited in Balcerzak 2020b: 578) is a political scientist and head of the Conflict and
Political Violence Research Unit at the University of Wroclaw. All Polish quotations were translated
into German by the author.
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Introduction: Two comics, two world views, two images of Poland

Entertainment and amusement cultures play a prominent role in the transfer of socio-
political discourses, ideological world views and cultural myths to a broadly effective
everyday level (Bareither and Tomkowiak 2020). Popular culture media contribute to
the structuring and negotiation of national identities as a resonance space for identity-
forming messages, semantics and guiding images. Accordingly, they can polarize imag-
ined communities (Anderson 1983) and point to acute sociopolitical areas of tension.

The garish, exaggerated and visually stunning comic has become a recognized art
genre in Poland since 1989 within the polarized entertainment and protest culture.? The
two ideologically very different superheroes at the center of this analysis may illustrate
this: Jan Hardy, a ‘patriotic’ national soldier whose combat unit is stylized as the de-
fender of a nationally conservative Poland and the values of ‘God, Honor, Fatherland,’
and the black-clad, scornful ‘eco-terrorist” Likwidator, who draws on cynicism and ex-
treme brutality to enforce anarchist ‘justice.” Both comic worlds utilize narrative and
aesthetic exaggerations that are prototypical of Poland’s split between a traditionally
conservative world view and progressive-emancipatory rhetoric.

Although the comic series with the title heroes Jan Hardy and Likwidator are not
mainstream reading material, they can be used as examples to show which narratives,
topoiand fusions of religious, nationalist and memory-cultural discourses are currently
stereotypically negotiated in Poland. In this context, the Second World War, the com-
munist era and the recent history of the Third Polish Republic after 1989 are considered
points of reference for new memory cultures and master narratives (Macdonald 2013).
These are understood as pop-cultural products intended to enforce political demands
and cultural ideals. The example of both comic series can, therefore, be used to contrast
problem areas of a widespread antithetical memory and protest culture in Poland. The
underlying ideological debate is bundled in the question, “A European or a national
Poland?” (Jarosz 2014).

Against the backdrop of the view of popular culture and its media as seismographs
for social developments, this analysis is devoted to the pop genre of comic and poses
questions about its ideological appropriation and social function. The comic as a “pop-
ular representation of history” (Korte and Paletschek 2009: 13) and as an aesthetic-
visual and affective-narrative form of representation possesses diverse possibilities for
disseminating knowledge and identity in a contemporary and attractive form. These

2 In addition to translations of US hits about the adventures of Mickey Mouse or Donald Duck, one of
the first Polish comics - Koziotek Matotek ('Little Goat Goofball’) by Kornel Makuszyniski and Marian
Walentynowicz - was created in 1933. After 1989, the market was initially dominated by translations of
foreign comic series, including those from the USA. Today, comic festivals in Gdansk, £6dz or Warsaw,
inter alia, and comic websites, such as Aleja komiksu (‘Comic Avenue’): http://www.alejakomiksu.
com (accessed November 11, 2020) bear witness to the genre’s growing popularity. On the history of
Polish comics, see Frackiewicz (2012).
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possibilities include production context, language and visual aesthetics, which are of
particular interest in this comparative analysis. It will discuss how comics help ideo-
logically polarized identities and positions to form in Poland, how they (de)construct
memories and how they interpret Poland’s role in Europe based on historical events.

In the following, after two chapters on the background and vehemence of Poland’s
ideological polarization and on comics as a medium of contemporary memory and
popular culture, the article will inquire about the protagonists and their motivations.
Thereafter, the contribution will focus on the exploration of the language and symbol-
ism of both comic worlds and the means used to create antagonistic images of Poland.
The final presentation of the results provides a summary of the central arguments of the
article.

Tradition or modernity?
Sketches of a European country in cultural turmoil

A deep rift runs through Polish society: increasing polarization and radicalization
make it difficult for a society that has been oscillating between national isolation
and belonging to a united Europe to understand itself democratically. Poland, once a
model EU state, has been a divided and contradictory country not only since the Prawo
i Sprawiedliwos¢ (‘Law and Justice’: PiS) party came to power in 2015.> However, the
arch-Catholic, Eurosceptic PiS government is endangering the gains of democracy and
driving the division of the society into ‘true Poles’ and ‘traitors to Poland.’ These devel-
opments have not come as a complete surprise: Poland’s centuries-long geopolitically
conditioned victim role as a ‘pawn’ of the Eastern and Western powers, the influence of
the Catholic Church, the experiences of partitions (1795-1918), World Wars (1914-1918,
1939-1945) and communism (1945-1989) continue to leave their mark on the country
today and become subject to political exploitation. The conservative revolution and
‘moral renewal’ under the slogan dobra zmiana (‘good change’) have sharpened the
conflict between conservatives and liberals and consolidated the strong right-left po-
larization.* The focus of this antagonistic understanding of democracy (Mouffe 2007)
and ideological ‘culture war’ is the central question of identity and patriotism,® closely
interwoven with thematic complexes, such as belonging to Europe, reference to the
past, or faith, sexuality and morality.

The right side of the spectrum is dominated by the ruling PiS party, whose authori-
tarian “turbo-patriotism” (Napiorkowski 2019) is characterized by clerical conserva-
tism, nation-state egoism and an affirmative-nationalist reference to the past, evident
in recent media and education reforms, inter alia. This apologetic-martyrological

3 Onthe change and division in Poland after the 2015 election year, see Gdula (2018).
On the specifics of the Polish right-left dichotomy and protest culture, see Balcerzak (2020b).

5 Concerning the construction and negotiation of Polish identity, see Jaskutowski (2012); Napiorkowski
(2019).
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patriotism of uprisings and victim narratives emphasizes Poland’s strength: national
symbols such as the Katyn massacre in 1940, the Warsaw Uprising in 1944, the founding
of the Solidarno$é movement in 1980 or the Smolensk disaster in 2010 are decisively an-
chored in it. This non-negotiable ‘prescribed image of history’ is based on the memory
of the ‘heroic struggle,” the rejection of a (self-)critical examination of history and
pronounced anti-communism.® The affirmative reference to the past, thereby, becomes
the core of the reshaping of national history policy and memory culture, with the aim
of discrediting respected figures such as the Solidarnosc¢ leader and Nobel Peace Prize
winner Lech Watesa as a communist secret service agent.’

Poland is moving to the right thanks to an alliance of conservative parties and me-
dia, clerical-religious actors, a large majority of Catholic clergy and radical right-wing
movements. Particular attention should be paid here to the strongly growing right-wing
extremist youth organizations such as Mtodziez Wszechpolska (‘All-Polish Youth’) or
0béz Narodowo-Radykalny (‘National-Radical Camp’),® whose prevalently young mem-
bers are among the main recipients of the Jan Hardy comics. Their identity is based
on an anti-pluralistic idea of the nation and ‘Christian nationalism,” which is why, ac-
cording to the slogan ‘God, Honor, Fatherland,’ they represent a synthesis of romantic
messianism® with ethno-nationalism.” This is evidenced by hundreds of thousands of
‘likes” on their social media channels, cooperation with the multi-million dollar indus-
try of ‘patriotic” fashion labels, such as Red is Bad," and regular marches on historic
holidays. The Marsz Niepodlegtosci (‘March of Independence’) organized in Warsaw on
Independence Day (November 11), for example, with over 100,000 participants every
year, is considered a central event of the extreme right.” The martial demonstration of
national pride, the glorification of the country’s history and traditional conservative

6 Regarding nationalist historical narratives in Poland, see Saryusz-Wolska et al. (2018).

7  OnWates's forced monument overthrow, see Krzeminski (2017).

On the rise of far-right groups in Poland, including the National Movement founded by the All-Polish
Youth and the National-Radical Camp as part of the Confederation of Freedom and Independence, whose
members have held some seats in parliament since 2015, see Balcerzak (2020b: 146-176).

9  The romantic philosophy of Polish messianism, popularized during the period of partitions by, inter
alia, the national poet Adam Mickiewicz, arose based on the Christian-Jewish tradition of the 17th and
18th centuries. The idea indicates that Poles possessed extraordinary character traits that would make
this nation stand out in a special way, thus, assuming the role of the bulwark of Christianity in Europe.
On Romantic messianism in Poland, see Rudas-Grodzka (2009).

10 First and foremost, they receive Roman Dmowski (2007), the founding father of the Polish national
movement of the interwar period, who argued for a homogeneous, Catholic one-people state, thus,
contradicting the idea of a multiethnic federation put forward by Marshal Jézef Pitsudski.

11 The popular ‘patriotic’ fashion brand Red is Bad: http://www.redisbad.pl (accessed November 16,
2020) settles scores against communism and the EU or prints symbols of Polish history and nationalist
militarism on clothing and accessories available in the online store and retail stores nationwide.

12 Regarding the nationalist march, see the Facebook profile Marsz Niepodlegtosci, counting around
260,000 followers: http://www.facebook.com/MarszNiepodleglosci (accessed November 16, 2020)
and Balcerzak (2020b: 369-375).
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views on family, gender roles and sexuality are supported by like-minded people from
other European countries, PiS politicians and representatives of the Catholic Church.
This not infrequently fundamentalist symbiosis of politics and religion can be read, on
the one hand, as a consequence of the “renaissance of the religious” (Pollack 2009)
and the defense of traditionalist sections of society against the modernization pro-
cesses in the course of the changes after 1989. On the other hand, it can be explained by
“Poland’s religious uniqueness” (Borowik 2002), due to the historically handed-down
topos ‘Pole = Catholic.” In addition, there is the religious tradition resulting from the
country’s confessional homogeneity and the myth of the ‘Polish Pope,” who contributed
significantly to the nonviolent collapse of the communist regime in 1989, even if the im-
age of the pontiff and the church as moral authorities has been increasingly crumbling
in recent times due to cases of clerical corruption and sexual abuse.®

On the other side of the political spectrum are organizations, media and networks
with pro-European, emancipatory or libertarian-anarchist agendas, reaching from
anti-fascism and anti-clericalism to the fight for minority and women’s rights. These
include various feminist and LGBT non-governmental organizations as well as numer-
ous libertarian-anarchist collectives and networks operating according to the principle
of leaderless resistance, having informal structures and being illegal. The liberal-anar-
chist idea and movement have been a marginal phenomenon of political life in Poland,
both quantitatively and qualitatively, since the former’s emergence at the end of the
19th century.* Given the arch-conservative narrative in politics and the church, this is
not surprising, but conversely, it leads to the revival of libertarian-anarchist activism.
Noteworthy in the context of the emergence and reception of the Likwidator comics
is, inter alia, Federacja Anarchistyczna (‘Anarchist Federation’),” Poland’s oldest and
largest anarchist organization with a dozen nationwide sections, whose beginnings
date back to the Solidarnosé era of the 1980s. Its emergence and the transformation of
anarchist thought was influenced by youth countercultures, the artistic avant-garde,
protest movements, such as Pomarariczowa Alternatywa (Orange Alternative’),”® and
subversive punk subculture.?

These wide-ranging influences created a milieu that combines liberal, antiauthor-
itarian and -state ideas, but whose heterogeneity testifies to the search for a contempo-
rary formula for action. This status quo can be attributed, on the one hand, to the still
strongly religious character of Polish society and its “habitually conservative” character
(Garsztecki2011: 5) and, on the other hand, to thelack of a modus operandi in historical

13 Onthe crisis of the Catholic Church in Poland, see Mechtenberg (2019).

14 Onthe anarchist movement in Poland, see Urbariski (2009).

15 For the Anarchist Federation: http://federacja-anarchistyczna.pl (accessed November 22, 2020), see
Balcerzak (2020b: 256-261).

16 Onthe history and the protest of the Orange Alternative, see Balcerzak (2011).

17 The punk subculture in Poland dominated in the 1980s to 1990s and was one of the main carriers of
anarchist content. On punk in Eastern Europe, see Kasprzycki (2013).
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and identity politics. The political scientist Michat Sutowski (2017) describes this state
of affairs as the “search for the Holy Grail” and sees not only in Poland’s shift to the right
but also in the counter-protests, for example, against the recent wave of homophobia or
the tightening of the abortion law,® the great opportunity for the left-wing, progressive
social groups to set accents and redefine themselves.

The comic: Popular cultural genre, knowledge reservoir and
visual artistic resource

The notion of ‘popular culture’ is used as an umbrella term for everyday areas that pro-
duce themes, conveyed through mass media and broadly used, regardless of ancestry,
social class or gender.® According to the sociologist Rafat Pankowski, popular culture
is “[t]he mirror in which contemporary civilization views itself” (2006: 10). The field of
popular culture is determined by the activities of the actors, the medial, aesthetic and
performative properties of the products, and by various forms of their social function-
alization (Korte and Paletschek 2009; Witkowski 2017).

Popular culture is based - in addition to auditory communication - primarily on
visual communication because visual messages, unlike the written word, are more di-
rectand, therefore, easier to decode (Mitchell 2008). Comics have occupied a prominent
place here since the founding of the US publishers DC Comics and Marvel, celebrating a
global triumph as a pop-cultural phenomenon. Following the concept of “sequential
art” (Eisner 1985), the comic scientist Scott McCloud defines comics as “pictorial or
other signs arranged into spatial sequences that convey information and/or produce
an aesthetic effect on the viewer” (2001: 28). Its diverse forms, such as comic strips
or comic books, which combine aspects of literature and art by means of image-word
synthesis, are characterized by several typical features and techniques: A clear subdivi-
sion of the pictorial signs portrayed and textual content depicted in the form of speech
and thought bubbles, panels or onomatopoeia, humorization, puzzlement and (de-)
moralization are the central visual strategies.

These features and techniques also characterize the type of historical comic we are
concerned with here. In this case, the sequential narration is based less on the repro-
duction of history with academic accuracy than on individual memories and the mix-
ing of history, the present and fiction. The synthesis of fact and the imaginary makes
both comics alternate histories, counterfactual or alternative histories in the form of

18 This polarization manifested itself most recently in 2019-2020, inter alia, after numerous local govern-
ments declared themselves so-called ‘LGBT-free zones’ and banned equality marches, or during the
mass protests after the Constitutional Court effectively banned abortions. Regarding the situation of
sexual minorities and women'’s rights in Poland, see Bachmann (2020); Druciarek (2018).

19 On the complexity of the concept of popular culture and the debates surrounding the phenomena of
pop, see Hecken (2009).
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fictional narratives or thought experiments about altered courses of history.®* Both
comics strive to be as accessible and comprehensible as possible as “sensual forms of
mediation” (Assmann 2013) through a wide range of aesthetic-narrative forms, such as
intervisuality, hypertextuality or coloring: bridges are built between past and present,
and offers of identification are underscored by personalized and affective elements.

This comparison shows how both historical comics contribute to the cultures of
remembrance of the Second World War, the communist era and Poland’s most recent
history after 1989 through aestheticization and relativization, and how they use visual-
aesthetic means to establish different (self)images of Poland.*

‘Cursed soldier’: The superhero Jan Hardy in the service of the
‘patriotic’ narrative

The character of the superhero Jan Hardy® and his narrative universe - the “Har-
dyverse” — were created in 2013 by the conservative artist Jakub Kijuc, celebrated as
a “propagandist for patriotism and faith” (Krél 2016) in the radical right-wing portal
Narodowcy.net (‘Nationalist.net’). Kijuc describes Hardy as a “patriotic” superhero
“who invokes Polish culture history, and tradition. [...] The source of his strength is
God, Honor and Fatherland” (cited in Krél 2016). This positioning allows an interpreta-
tion that relates the context of the comic’s creation to the affirmative reference to the
past and religious conservatism of the far right.? The transformation of Jan Hardy into
a “Christian” superhero and Kijuc's comment that the series is “in a sense, an inversion
of the leftist Likwidator” (cited in Zembrzuski 2013) once again confirm that the main
protagonist is placed in the service of a national conservative ideology.

The comic includes three series: Jan Hardy - Zotnierz Wyklety (‘Jan Hardy - Cursed
Soldier’), R.0.T. A. XXT and Jan Hardy.? The starting point of the plot is the glorified
myth of the so-called “cursed soldiers.” These were resistance fighters from various
anti-communist underground organizations who fought against the communist regime

20 On counterfactual storytelling using the example of US mainstream comics, see Harbeck (2020).

21 The ethnographic analysis is based on the 2019-2020 evaluation of five print issues from each of the
two comic book series published between 2011 and 2018.

22 See the Jan Hardy comic book series homepage: http://www.janhardy.pl (accessed November 19,
2020).

23 Kijuc was associated with the left-wing radical punk milieu at the beginning of his career and pub-
lished his works in cooperation with the anarchist squat Tektura (‘Cardboard’) from Lublin. After an
ideological ‘transformation,” he turned to the radical right-wing milieu, including the National Radi-
cal Camp.

24 All three series comprise more than 20 issues, which have been published by Materia Komiks, a pub-
lishing house founded by Kijuc in 2010, by two right-wing conservative weekly magazines or by the
Catholic publishing house Vera Icon. The Facebook profile Jan Hardy has about 5,600 ‘likes’: http://
www.facebook.com/jan.hardy.komiks (accessed November 25, 2020).
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in the years 1944 to 1963.% The design of the comic series is a mix of fantasy, Polish his-
tory and Slavic mythology, combined and reinterpreted in the style of steam punk and
the fantasy horror genre. The Hardy comics are obviously influenced by the classics of
the fantasy world: Marvel and DC Comics, and by the horror writer Howard Phillips Love-
craft, whose bestiary of ancient god-monsters still serves as an inspiration for many
authors today. In terms of design and imagery, the comics resemble the X-Men series
of super-powered mutants from the 1960s or the comic Hellboy about a red-skinned
devil, created by Mike Mignola in the 1990s. Kijuc’s comics feature a militaristic post-
apocalyptic narrative tone and drawing style. The colorful, clearly outlined drawings,
which use a wide color palette of reds, yellows, greens, browns and grays, have a punky,
surrealistic style, reflecting the groundbreaking mix of history and fiction. The stylistic
devices emphasize the “patriotic,” i.e. the national conservative and Catholic narrative
of the comic series reflected in the narrative plot, the partly juvenile language and the
visual design of the characters, for example, in their names (Jan Hardy, R. 0.T. A.), their
outfits (military uniforms with superhero motifs, futuristic armor with religious em-
blems), or the overrepresented synthesis of national and religious symbolic aesthetics
(national colors, cross symbolism).

Combat unit R.0.T.A.:
Against progress and the leftist ‘rainbow revolution’

The series Jan Hardy - Cursed Soldier tells about the struggle of the fictional ‘cursed sol-
diers’ against the communist occupier after the end of the Second World War. The series
can be read as a form of glorification of the controversial ‘cursed soldiers” within the
framework of the right-wing radical commemoration boom. The pop-cultural medium
is, thus, instrumentalized nationalistically. In retrospectives, the reader learns that
Kijuc designated Jan Kwiatkowski as the title character of the series. He lives with his
family in the forest as a woodcutter and is a descendant of the Stolemy, a race of giants
from Slavic mythology. The giant is drafted into the secret service under the pseudonym
Jan Hardy in 1934. Henceforth, together with other heroes, Hardy fights against the
enemies of Poland in the secret unit R. 0. T. A. On the one hand, the name refers to Rota,
probably the most famous patriotic poem by Maria Konopnicka, written in the form of
an oath, which deals with the resistance against the Germanization during the parti-
tions of Poland in the 19th century. It is one of the most important patriotic songs of
Poland (along with the Polish national anthem). On the other hand, the name R. 0.T. A.
is an acronym for Rozpoznanie - Obrona - Taktyka - Atak [Recognition — Defense - Tac-

25 The increasingly institutionalized myth of the ‘cursed soldiers’ is polarizing. On the one hand, the
resistance fighters are celebrated by the right as forgotten national heroes and stylized as central
figures of a new commemoration boom. On the other hand, members of anti-fascist groups speak of
‘damned soldiers’ and, thus, denounce the ethnic-religiously motivated murders of the civilian popu-
lation by the soldiers. Regarding the ‘cursed soldiers,” see Balcerzak (2021).
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Fig. 1:

R.0.T. A. superhero and ‘cursed soldier’
Jan Hardy with the szczerbiec sword.
Source: Kijuc 2014a: 6.

tics - Attack], a slogan describing the secret unit’s approach to fighting its enemies.
Although the unit was crushed by the Nazis in 1939, Jan Hardy continues his fight after
1945 with several R. 0. T. A. members thanks to supernatural powers and the latest tech-
nology. The muscular, bearded superhero wearing a military uniform is endowed with
superhuman strength, regenerative ability and physical resistance. The name Hardy
stands for intransigence and foolhardiness, the white letter “H’ placed on his chest,
modeled after Superman and aesthetically reminiscent of the Hussaria wings of Polish
horsemen in the 16th and 17th centuries, highlights the soldier as a Christian hero and
defender of the Catholic faith. This visual coding is reinforced by Hardy’s depiction with
the szczerbiec (‘sharp sword’) as a battle attribute (Fig. 1). The coronation sword of the
Polish kings is the only surviving crown insignia of the Piast dynasty, whose first ruler
Mieszko I ushered in the birth of Poland’s Christian tradition by baptizing the country
in 966.

Among Hardy's loyal comrades, who also possess supernatural powers — for exam-
ple, teleportation or plant transformation - is a unit in whose creation Kijuc mixes Polish
history, legends and fantasy with biblical references. It includes the robot Pan Tadeusz,
whose name derives from the national epic Master Thaddeus written by Adam Mickie-
wicz, or the agent E.P.A.R.,? inspired by the resistance fighter Halina Szymariska,

26 The name refers to Lucjan kagiewka, a Polish designer and inventor of the accumulative-dispersive
energy adapter [Energetyczny Przetwornik Akumulacyjno-Rozpraszajqcy, EPAR].
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Fig. 2:

The agent E.P. A.R. as a patriotic national
heroine with a halo, a cross and a Polish stand-
ard. Source: Jakub Kijuc, private archive of
Agnieszka Balcerzak 2018.

who, as an agent of the British Secret Service, provided the link between the resistance
and the Allies. The struggle of the superheroes under the motto “We fight progress and
revolution!” refers to the internal and external enemy images of the right, such as femi-
nists or the LGBT movement, named in the series Jan Hardy - Cursed Soldier and later,
even more clearly, in the follow-up series R. 0. T. A. XXI. This ideological ‘culture war’ is
impressively visualized by the author: Kijuc shifts the struggle into the 21st century by
depicting Jan Hardy’s powerful hand smashing a rainbow as a symbol of a hostile world
view. The most important adversary of the R. 0. T. A. heroes is the monster Teczozilla, a
rainbow monster inspired by the Japanese creature Godzilla. It is the personification of
‘anti-Polish’ LGBT ideology with a clear message: the “rainbow revolution” (Kijuc 2014b:
14), imported from the West, must be stopped and Poland’s recent history rewritten in
terms of a conservative world view.

This fight against homosexuality and a liberal world view finds its sequel in the
series R. 0.T. A. XXI and Jan Hardy based on Catholic doctrine. Kijuc uses numerous
biblical quotations, Christian prayers and pro-life references, such as the blood-cov-
ered coat hanger symbolizing illegal abortions on the cover of the issue Dzieci Boze!
(‘Children of God!") from 2018. The author also implements the religious imprint in the
depiction of the agent E.P.A.R., inspired by the medieval iconography of the French
national heroine Joan of Arc. Following her example, E.P. A.R. is presented as a ‘saint’
of the Christian counterrevolution in the Polish national colors of white and red: Her
white, kinetic energy-absorbing armor is crowned by a futuristic halo. In her hands she
holds a sword and a wooden cross. The cloak hanging over her shoulder corresponds
visually with the white and red Polish standard waving behind her head (Fig. 2). Kijuc
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uses these aesthetic stylistic devices to repeatedly place the comic and its protagonists
in the service of a religiously motivated ‘battle for souls’ and a conservative image of
Poland and the Polish society.

The Likwidator:
Sardonic comic art under the sign of libertarian (eco-)anarchism

Extremely violent, vengeful and relentlessly evil: this is the most accurate description
of the Jan Hardy antagonist and title character of the anarchist comic series Likwidator
(‘Liquidator’),? created by the anarchist and cartoonist Ryszard Dabrowski.? Much like
the picture stories about Jan Hardy, this is an underground comic and not mainstream
reading material.? Nevertheless, the graphic novels with the mischievously grinning
Likwidator in the leading role, which have been published for almost 30 years, have also
achieved cult status outside the anarchist milieu.

The Likwidator is an ‘eco-terrorist’ and individualist anarchist who rejects the
doctrines of nationalism, socialism or conservatism.*® He is the “fantastic alter ego of
the author,” as the editor of the comics Robert Zareba (2016: 3) writes. Drawn in the
visual style of a computer game, the Likwidator destroys all enemies. Despite all the
cruelty of his actions, the Likwidator’s exaggerated moral sensibility and philosophical
reflection should not be disregarded: ““Humanity - that is the skin disease of the earth’
- This thought of Friedrich Nietzsche accompanies the bloody deeds of the Likwidator
unchanged [...]" (Rusek 2010: 151).

Alook at the character and the imagery of the series reveals some parallels to US
comic superheroes. The fearsome ‘eco-terrorist,” always depicted with a machine gun,
has similarities to two comic book characters from the Marvel universe: one is the fig-
ure of the Punisher, a vengeful and torturous crimefighter created in the 1970s, and
the other is the violent anti-hero Venom, an amorphous alien ‘symbiote’ that survives
only when it bonds with a human host. On his relentlessly brutal missions, to which he

27 Thefirstissue of Likwidator appeared in 1995 with a circulation of 1,000 copies. Dabrowski published a
total of over 15 issues, mostly in the anarchist publishing house Bractwo Trojka (‘Trojka Brotherhood’),
which cooperates closely with the Anarchist Federation. Between 2011 and 2018, for example, he pub-
lished an anti-PiS trilogy: Prawda Smoleriska (‘Smolensk Truth’), Likwidator kontra Kaczystan ('Lik-
widator versus Kaczystan'), and Likwidator kontra Dobra Zmiana (‘Likwidator versus Good Change’).
For more about the Likwidator comic series, see Rusek (2010: 150-52).

28 The comic author published his relentless visual satire of Poland’s politics, religiosity and intellectual
backwardness in anarchist punk zines as early as the 1980s.

29 This is evidenced by the comic’s print run of no more than a few thousand copies and the relatively
small number of some 900 followers of the Likwidator page on Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/
Likwidator-135037983276145 (accessed November 2, 2020).

30 When creating the Likwidator figure, Dabrowski invokes not only Dave Foreman, the co-founder of the
radical environmental network Earth First!, and the so-called ‘Unabomber’ Ted Kaczynski but also two
19th century German philosophers: Friedrich Nietzsche, with his critique of Christianity as a religion
of oppression, and Max Stirner, the founder of individualist anarchism.
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Fig. 3:
The anarcho-terrorist Likwidator
beheads the priest Adam Boniecki. SO
Source: Ryszard Dabrowski, Zareba 2016: 5. TYLKO DLA DOROSEYCH O MOCNYCH NERWACH

always travels on a Harley-Davidson branded with an L monogram and converted to run
on hydrogen, the Likwidator is accompanied by his wife and son, with whom he lives to-
getherin an turf hut in the Biatowieza virgin forest in eastern Poland - the last primeval
forest in Europe. The trio’s identical appearance is inspired by various comic book char-
acters, anarchism and the color black as a symbol of negation and anti-authoritarian
thinking: their trademarks are the tight, black full-body suits reminiscent of Venom,
complete with combat boots and balaclavas, the huge, continuously bared teeth, and
the striking, white, pupilless Batman eyes.

A cartoon-like line and detailed illustrations, whether in black and white or in
color, is characteristic of the entire Likwidator series. The images have an undeni-
able charm, even if the action scenes depicted, accompanied by snappy dialogues in
a colloquial language style, comment on the transformation of Poland after 1989 with
abundant violence and intrinsic exaggeration. From time to time, Dabrowski sends the
anti-hero on journeys through time and space, including the period of the Russian Civil
War (1917-1921) or the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), where the Likwidator supports
anarchists in their fight against the Bolsheviks or the Franco dictatorship. The comic
series is intended to convey resistant, revolutionary ideas in the guise of pop-cultural
entertainment and to encourage the recipient to think critically.

The Likwidator prefers to take extremely violent revenge on public figures: Pope
Benedict XVI, the Belarusian dictator Alexander Lukashenko and the Al-Qaeda leader
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Osama bin Laden have all encountered the bloodthirsty anti-hero and been executed
by him. His wrath is often directed against right-wing politicians and Catholic priests.
According to Likwidator, the Catholic doctrine means “spewing religious poison” and
religion itself is a “hoax’ that robs people of inner freedom for deceptive comfort”
(Zareba 2016: 5).

Tadeusz Rydzyk, the founder of the arch-conservative radio station Radio Maryja,
is executed in a particularly cruel manner. After extensive torture, the Likwidator pours
hydrochloric acid into his intestines. It is not without reason that Dabrowski provides
the cover of one of the first issues with warnings such as “Only for adults with strong
nerves” and Drastic Komix. He portrays on the black-and-white cover from the 1990s, for
example, Father Adam Boniecki, whom the Likwidator decapitates with a brutal kick to
the face (Fig. 3). The theologian is a former companion of the ‘Polish Pope’ John Paul II
and, at the same time, one of Poland’s few Catholic intellectuals critical of the Church
and the PiS, who has been repeatedly banned from speaking by the Marian Order be-
cause of his unorthodox statements. By showing no mercy even to a clergyman criticiz-
ing the Church and right-wing parties, Likwidator’s drastic illustration conveys a clear
positioning and political message: Likwidator is anticlerical; he sharply criticizes the
Church’s canon of values, affirmative-martyrological patriotism and vehemently rejects
nationalist-oppressive structures.

‘Kaczystan':
A ruthless reckoning with national-conservative Poland a la PiS

Dabrowski (2015) continues his bestial vendetta against Catholic clergy, right-wing pol-
iticians and conservative right-wing radicals in the anticipative counterfactual comic
book Likwidator versus Kaczystan. In it, he mocks the conspiracy theories surrounding
the 2010 Smolensk plane crash,* the ‘Smolensk cult’ as the ‘founding myth’ of a cleri-
cal-nationalist Fourth Polish Republic, and its supporters portrayed as religious fanat-
ics. The cover of the magazine, on which Deputy Prime Minister Pawet Kukiz (Kukisz),
President Andrzej Duda (Dudda) and PiS Chairman Jarostaw Kaczyniski (Kaczorski) are
portrayed, chained to a burning number IV imitating a funeral pyre as a visual allegory
of the Fourth Polish Republic, already lets the reader anticipate the borderline cruel-
grotesque character of the comic episode (Fig. 4).

The comic begins with the 2015 PiS election rally, where Kaczyriski supporters react
with unfettered euphoria to the absolute majority of the PiS party parodied as Prawo i
Spolegliwos¢ (‘Law and Pliability’). Shortly thereafter, Beata Szydto is appointed prime min-
ister, but her grandfather’s Jewish communist roots force her to resign. Jarostaw Kaczyniski

31 Aplane crashed in Smolensk in 2010, killing Polish President Lech Kaczyriski and 95 other people. The
theory that the disaster was an assassination attempt by Donald Tusk and Vladimir Putin is part of the
PiS propaganda canon. Anti-PiS circles refer to this as the ‘Smolensk religion” conspiracy theory. On
the Smolensk disaster, see Gliriski and Wasilewski (2011).
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The cover of the comic book é
Likwidator versus Kaczystan by
Andrzej Dabrowski. Source: Dgbrowski 2015.

takes power and begins to establish ‘Kaczystan,” a nationalist-clerical regime under the
PiS. Dabrowski draws on associations and symbols of World War IT and the Communist era
in his portrayal of this authoritarian state. He mocks the new leader cult, which finds its
aesthetic expression in posters with the slogan “One Poland, One Party, One Chairman,”
a parody of the Nazi propaganda slogan “One People, One Reich, One Leader.” The post-
ers portray the PiS chairman in a fascist uniform with a ‘kotwica” partially imitating the
swastika. The caricature is an allusion to the so-called ‘anchor,” the central symbol of the
Polish resistance movement, especially of the Warsaw Uprising in 1944, which is reqularly
appropriated and instrumentalized in the right’s discourse of patriotism.

The purity of ‘Polish blood” has top priority in the authoritarian regime of ‘Kaczys-
tan.” Young Polish women are detained in the “National House of Reproduction,” with
its guiding maxim “Reproduction Makes You Free,” referring back to the Auschwitz con-
centration camp, in order to be forcibly impregnated by PiS politicians in an ‘act of pat-
riotism.” Armed paramilitary combat troops of the ‘Neo-Cursed Soldiers’ are deployed to
eliminate ‘communists” - a parodic representation of the ‘Cursed Soldiers’ glorified in
the comic strip Jan Hardy. On behalf of the ‘Ministry of Religion” and under the slogan
“God, Jesus, Wojtyta,” ‘Catholic preventive patrols’ led by Captain Terlikowiecki - a cari-
cature of the ultra-conservative journalist Tomasz Terlikowski - take over the function
of the Catholic religious police with the task of monitoring morality and the ‘repro-
ductive duty’ of the population. The fundamentalist units create fear and horror and
strengthen the expanding ‘Kaczystan,” which is affirmed thanks to a church mass that
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is continuously broadcasted in the media. In time, freedom of expression is abolished,
and all critical artists, who previously had their hands chopped off so that they could
not write ‘defamatory’ books and make films critical of the regime, are locked up in
labor camps. The symbol of ‘Kaczystan’ and of the conspiracy-theory hysteria of ‘real
Poles” after 2010, becomes the gigantic Smolensk Monument erected in Warsaw’s Castle
Square. It shows the ‘betrayed’ saber-swinging President Lech Kaczyniski (Kaczorski)
being pierced from behind by an airplane. The depiction is a bitter satire on the ‘Smo-
lensk cult’ that the PiS has made the foundation of its “patriotic’ policies.

In order to cope with the situation, which is becoming increasingly threatening
to liberal thought, Dabrowski calls Likwidator onto the scene and lets him rule with his
usual brutality: under his leadership, an uprising breaks out in which the PiS leader and
the priest patrols and ‘pseudo-soldiers’ are mercilessly shot while evoking the ultra-
Catholic image of Poland with their last breath. In an extremely grotesque and border-
line pointed, aestheticized form, the comic criticizes the ‘patriotic’ narrative in the
cultural and historical politics of the Polish right and expresses the liberal-anarchist
protest against nationalist-clerical tendencies in Poland.

Conclusion: Antagonistic signs, images and attitudes in the
field of popular cultures

Comics - as a look at Jan Hardy and Likwidator shows — have an identity-forming effect:
they document and entertain, provoke and criticize, invite reflection or express pro-
test. As a visual-aesthetic commentary on historical and current events, the medium
of popular entertainment and memory culture requires contextual knowledge and the
ability to clearly assign the (visual) language and the frame of reference.

This paper analyzed two historical comics that combine facts and the imaginary,
drawing their inspiration from the history of Poland. Both main characters and comic
worlds that this analysis has compared represent opposite political and ideological
standpoints of the social spectrum: the national conservative superhero and “cursed
soldier” Jan Hardy, created by ultra-Catholic artist Jakub Kijuc, and the brutal “eco-
terrorist” and individualistic anarchist Likwidator, whom PiS and church-critical comic
artist Ryszard Dabrowski breathes new life into in every new comic book. The article
argues that these figures and their adventures exemplify the fundamental memory-
cultural, nationalist, and emancipatory discourses shaping contemporary Poland.

The polarizing leitmotifs and topoi can be seen particularly expressively in the pro-
duction context, the language and the different visual aesthetics. The visual narration
regarding the rainbow monster Teczozilla as a personification of the ‘anti-Polish” LGBT
ideology, for example, or the hagiographic depiction of the agent E.P. A.R. with a cross,
sword and a Polish standard, based on the iconography of the French national heroine
Joan of Arc, strongly highlight the comic about the Slavic Stolem giant Jan Hardy as a me-
dium of a nationally conservative and clerically influenced image of Poland. By contrast,
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the grotesquely bitter “Kaczystan” parody speaks a different (visual) language: as the
brutal ‘anarcho-terrorist” Likwidator brings down the oppressive PiS regime, exaggerat-
edly depicted in fascistic aesthetics, he is stylized as a convinced advocate of an openly
progressive, emancipatory and pro-European Poland.

The field of the popular-cultural genre of comics can play an important role while
analyzing the discourses surrounding these Polish fissures — especially in understand-
ing their dichotomous character and the contrasting notions of identity and legitimate
‘national culture.” Motifs and symbols from the superhero worlds of Jan Hardy and Lik-
widator also adorn everyday objects, such as clothing, as a kind of mix of ‘fighting” and
‘artistic’ comic art, which can be publicly staged as an ideological confession. Various
Jan Hardy motifs, for example, embellish T-shirts of the ‘patriotic” fashion label Red is
Bad. The figure of Jan Hardy has become an instrument for universalizing the national
creed and an easily accessible marketing tool for the ‘patriotic idea.” In this sense, the
comics Jan Hardy and Likwidator draw attention to areas of tension in the identity-cre-
ating politics of culture and memory, make the recipient aware of them and challenge
the viewer to weigh the affirmative or critical stance of the comic artists, while locating
them in their own store of knowledge and opinion.
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