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100 years of Czech comics

During modern years, Czech Republic’s original comics
culture has known a continued growth. World’s comics
culture, which had been oppressed by the long-lasting
Communist reign, has been reintroduced in Czech Republic
all at once after the dictatorial regime’s fall. Amidst this
stimulus and marvel — for example through interaction with
Franco-Belgian comics (BD) or under the influence of
American and Japanese comics, through the use of frames in
illustrated books, or the adaptation of famous stories into
comics forms — new tides of comics have appeared.

Our exhibition will be divided into 4 parts, in which we will
introduce the beginnings, the history and the contemporary 3
scene of Czech comics through magazines, books and other
data. As a key framing, each part will also introduce one
Czech comics author through original drawings — Pavel Cech,
Karel Jerie, Lucie Lomova and Nikkarin —representing the
current, modern era of Czech comics. We invite you to enjoy
this cruise on Japan’s first small boat, sailing on the seas of
the 100 years long history of Czech comics.
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Introductory text to all 4 episodes

The roots of the Czech comics tradition may be
roughly dated to the midpoint of the 19th century.
Czech lands were then a part of the much larger
Austro-Hungarian empire, but the
Czech-language press was expanding and was
finding its new readership thanks to the growing
urban culture in the larger cities (especially
Prague and Brno). In the first Czech-language
illustrated humour and satirical magazines,
established in the 1850s and 1860s, the early
predecessors of modern comics started to
emerge. These pictorial sequences were often
times inspired by foreign examples from
Germany, France and other European countries
with more developed press culture. In rarest
examples, some Czech artists of that time were
even able not just to be inspired by foreign
works, but also to inspire and work abroad, as
was the case of Karel Vaclav Kli¢, who worked
and published his comics in Austria and the
United Kingdom.

The first few Czech-language comics with
speech balloons were published in the first
decade of the 20th century, but it was only after
the end of the First World War and the
establishment of Czechoslovakia in 1918 that the
history of modern Czech comics really started.
As a result of the establishment of the
independent Czechoslovak Republic,
Czech-language press expanded significantly.

Thus, in newspapers and magazines of the
beginning of the 1920s, well-known illustrators
such as Josef Lada (1887-1957) or Ondfej
Sekora (1899-1967) published comic strips that
for the first time contained heroes who kept
coming back in subsequent issues.

The Czech comics production was at that time
still much influenced and shaped by the imported
and adapted series of European and American
origin. As in other European countries, in the
Czech comics of the 1920s and 1930s, one can
easily identify two competing formal types of
pictorial sequential narration: 1/ text-comics (with
captions in prose or verse located beneath the
panels), and 2/ ‘true’ comics (with speech
balloons in the panels). The first of these two
was usually considered by the critical and
pedagogical authorities as the more appropriate
for the kid readers, and was therefore promoted
and considered as a ‘good practice’. The latter
type — ‘true’ comics in the modern sense of that
word — was often attacked as unsophisticated or
even harmful (it was argued that it spoils proper
reading habits), nevertheless the enormous
popularity of Felix the Cat or the ‘just-born’
Disney characters (that came to Czechoslovakia
via animation) pushed in this other direction.

It was during the interwar period when the
majority of the genres of the Czech comics were
established — the first comics featuring funny
animals appeared, and western, detective, and
adventure comics also made their debut. The
late 1920s and the first half of the 1930s were
witnesses to several attempts to establish purely
(or at least primarily) comics magazines (Koule,
Maly zpravodaj, Punta), but, in reality, the first
“‘long-term” projects didn’t start to become
popular before the end of the 1930s (Mlady
hlasatel, Punta).

Comic strips gradually held a more and more
important position, becoming a common
component of illustrated weekly newspapers,
humour magazines, magazines for children and
youth, but also newspapers’ supplements.
Interesting works were also created on the
fringes of the comics production and fine arts.
Wordless books or novels produced in
black-and-white woodcut illustrations by Helena
Bochorakova-Dittrichova (1894-1980) were so
remarkable that they were published also in
Germany, France and Great Britain.

After the World War Il began in 1939, for a short
time the comics boom of the interwar era
managed to continue, and some of its trends
even climaxed. The comics series Rychlé Sipy
(The Fast Arrows), written by Jaroslav Foglar
(1907-1999) and drawn by Jan Fischer
(1907-1960), presented daily adventures of five
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boys from a town. Being phenomenally
successful among youngsters, The Fast Arrows
helped to establish the usage of speech balloons
as the more progressive, modern formal type of
sequential pictorial narrative.

During the final years of the war, the Czech
Protectorate and the German influenced
independent Slovak State, comics came up
against serious limitations, due in large part to
Nazi attempts to eliminate Czech culture,
censorship and a lack of paper and other
resources.

A campaign against “pulp literature” during the
immediate post-war period affected comics
production to a lesser extent than would be
expected. In spite of the fact that publishing of
many newspapers and magazines was not
reinstated and many earlier popular comic
heroes thus disappeared, new comic strips were
presented in the daily press, and magazines and
newspapers once again competed among
themselves which of them would gain a larger
audience, attracting readers with their comics. A
lot of new comics of home origin appeared at
that time especially in humour magazines and in
magazines for children. The dramatic turning
point in that promising development came in
February 1948, after the communist coup.
Almost immediately the size of published press
was dramatically reduced (e.g. all the religious
press, all the opinion press related to other but
the communist political party, or all the press
with a critical approach to the newly established
communist system with its “dictatorship of the
proletariat” were banned).

Comics with speech balloons were labelled as
“‘imperialistic pulp” and till the midpoint of the
1950s, sequential stories languished only in a
few magazines for children, having a form of
static sequences of illustrations (or text-comics).
It was only after Stalin’s death and after the
consecutive criticism of the cult of his
personality, which happened also in the satellite
states of the Soviet Union, that the ideological
suppression and social restrictions were slightly
reduced. During the late 1950s and early 1960s,
comics experienced a gradual slow return to
their former positions in children’s and humoristic
magazines, which they had been forced to
abandon after 1948.

However, when Soviet tanks arrived in
Czechoslovakia in August 1968 and suppressed
the promising political development, the future of
the Czech comics seemed once again bleak.
The re-established Communist regime
nevertheless did not reach for the same methods
as in the 1950s and so in the 1970s and 1980s,
some forms and genre types of comics were
tolerated, being considered as a bit low or
child-like fun that could distract the attention from
daily problems of the staggering state economic
system and the social restrictions that suffocated
day-to-day life of the Czechoslovak population.
But at the same time, the society got yet again
fully isolated from the West and subsequently,
the Czech comics lost touch with world
development.

The history of the Czech comics may disturbingly
resemble the sine curve. Another upswing of its
line came after the year 1989 when the
communist regime in Czechoslovakia collapsed.
After many years of striving, population
hungered for comics. Newsstands were flooded
with new comics magazines (with huge
circulation), and comics stories were once again
present in nearly all types of the periodicals. But
the initial fascination melted away rather soon. In
the rough circumstances of the economic
transformation former distribution of press and
literature collapsed, prices went up steeply, and
last but not least, it occurred that many Czech
comics artists were not experienced enough to
be able to compete with the foreign imports (and
all the other attractive media).

It was not before the beginning of the third
millennium that Czech comics got its second
wind. Young generations of artists are in touch
with the development of the world comics
(Japanese manga is getting a lot of interest,
recently), they follow current trends and react to
them and probably for the first time in the Czech
context, they are able to create their comics
being “free” to do whatever they want,
unrestricted by censorship and not facing social
and cultural refusal. Comics has gradually
succeeded in breaking down the stereotypical
notions that used to relate it merely to something
intended for children or something pulp and low,
only good to kill time. Czech comics is gaining
more and more self-confidence (and
self-respect). The Czech comics scene is looking
to the future of the sequential pictorial narrative,
as well as it is researching its own history.
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Episode One : Czech Comics Now!

Comics in the Czech Republic may be in its
golden era. All the ideological pressure is gone,
Czech translations of the world comics highlights
— Japanese manga including — are available,
and thanks to the globally interconnected world,
one can get almost any interesting piece of work
that has not been published in Czech yet.
Increasing interest in the history of the Czech
comics leads to growing numbers of collected
editions of famous comics from the 20th century
(by artists such as Ondrej Sekora, Jaroslav
Foglar or Kaja Saudek), young generation of the
readers can thus get to know these founding
works. What is, however, the most important
thing — comics form has finally got rid of the
label of being something dumb and low.

Current conditions are to a large extent
consequent upon similar positive trends that can
be seen in “comics developed” countries.
However, in the recent history, there were
particular events that can be considered turning
points. Three of them happened in the somehow
magical year 2000. In that year, the comics book
Ruddy was published, the first published work of
the artist Pavel Cech (*1968), perhaps the most
distinctive and interesting "original" of the Czech
comics scene. This self-taught artist is
remarkable especially because he earns his
living with his art, and he is so successful at that,
that he is able, whenever he wants to, to devote
his time and energy to making his comic books,
being under no pressure of the market or
publishers. His poetic stories, full of references
to Czech comics history as well as to classical
adventure novels of the world literature, keep
finding their faithful readers.

It was also in the year 2000 that the first ever
issue of the comics magazine AARGH! was
published. At the beginning, this was just a
fanzine brought to life by its creators to be a
platform for publishing their own works and the
works of artists of their generation, as there had
not been any official publishing platforms for
them at the time. AARGH! — inspired by similar
fanzines of Poland and Slovenia — has itself
become an inspiration for the upsurge of other
Czech fanzines, that created important
publishing opportunities for the young
generation of comics artists. At the same time,
AARGH! is the only one from that upsurge that
has survived till these days, while it has changed
into a professionally edited magazine (published

annually), printed in colour. It still publishes
works of young comics artists, but the
magazine’s aims reach beyond that. The
journalistic segment of the magazine brings
large investigative articles about partly forgotten
artists of the Czech comics history, as well as it
aims to introduce recent development on the
comics scenes predominantly of the Middle and
Eastern Europe.

The first modern Czech comic con took place in
the year 2000, too, which was the beginning of a
tradition lasting till today. Before 2015, there
were two main events of this kind in the Czech
Republic — the autumn KomiksFest was focused
mainly on alternative comics and in general on
the comics scene in its diversity, whereas the
spring CrweCon preferred comics mainstream.
Unfortunately, the story of the first has ended,
but it surely will be sooner or later replaced with
a project with a similar programe. The most
visited event related to comics is AnimeFest,
specialized in manga and anime.

The era following the year 2000 brought a
fundamental change in forms of publishing. Like
all over the world, the Internet has gradually
become the most easily accessible and the most
independent platform for publishing comics by
the beginning artists. For the youngest
generation, it represents an absolutely natural
milieu for their own presentation, which means
the era of flourishing fanzines has come to an
end. However, anthologies and magazines
issued in small numbers of copies (sometimes
made in silk-screen printing) have not totally
disappeared from the scene yet. Nevertheless, it
can be said of the traditional press can that it
only occasionally offers some space for comic
strips and short stories. Individual comics books
thus nowaday represent the most common
publishing form. At the same time, the era when
in bookstores and libraries, comics books were
automatically classified as children’s literature, is
finally over.

Besides above mentioned Pavel Cech, there are
several circles of artists active on the current
Czech comics scene. The first group of these is
composed of artists who produced comics strip
for magazines already before the year 2000, but
who have lately moved from that to creating
independently published graphic novels. The
most remarkable artist of this group is Lucie
Lomova (*1964), who successfully published
several graphic novels in France as well as in
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Poland or Hungary, whereas comics adaptation
of composer Antonin Dvorak’s life story created
by Renata Fucikova (*1964) has been translated
into English and Korean.

Another circle is formed of those who debuted in
fanzines after the year 2000 and who mostly
tend towards an authorial, creator-owned
approach to comics. The probably most
successful of them is Jifi Grus (*1978), a
graduate of the Academy of Fine Arts in Prague.
His perfectly mastered painting and drawing
technique can be seen in several noticeable
graphic novels. Branko Jelinek (*1977), Honza
Bazant (*1979) or Toy_Box (*1978) belong to
the same category of artists.

Among the artists focusing on pure mainstream,
the most popular is arguably Petr Kopl (*1976),
who adapted classical adventure novels of the
19th century in a modern way. Besides that, he
was also the first to try to establish a monthly
comic book series with stories of a superhero
living in Prague. Paradoxically, comics for
children — so prominent in the Czech comics
history — has been standing back lately,
although it has got its own remarkable artists,
such as Tomas Chlud (*1976) or Dan Cerny 9
(*1982).

Artists who are primarily active in other fields of
arts also take sometimes part in making comics.
Thus, for instance, the successful literary author
Jaroslav Rudi$ (*1972) became the writer of the
script of the comics novels trilogy Alois Nebel
(already translated into German or French).
Vojtéch Masek and Dzian Baban (both *1977)
are primarily related to the world of film making,
but at the same time, they represent the two
most original script writers of the Czech comics
scene of the current time. Whereas David Bohm
(*1982) and Jifi Franta (*1978) sometimes
successfully switch from the world of fine arts to
that of comics.

Czech comics still struggles with its problems,
like its insufficiently rooted tradition or the small
size of the market. However, nowadays, it has
got more than two decades of continual and
successful development behind itself, and the
future can thus be seen in optimistic colours.
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Pavel Cech

Pavel Cech (*1968) was born in Brno,
where he lives and works up to this
day. He trained to be a mechanical
locksmith, but what prevailed was his
love for art, comics and illustration. In
1990, he self-published his first comic
book, four years later he had his first
individual exhibition. Since the year
2000, his artistic ceuvre has taken a
new direction, focusing at the same
time on comics and on picture-books.
In both of these specializations, he is
widely considered a modern master:
over the years he won several awards
for his comic book projects and
picture-books, his 200 pages long and
probably the most ambitious comic
book as of yet, Velké dobrodruzstvi
Pepika Stfechy (The Great Adventure
of Pepik Stfecha), was awarded the
prestigious Magnesia Litera Award in
2013 (in the category “book for
children”).

A huge admirer of traditional adventure
stories and their illustrations, life-long
member of the Woodcraft League and
proud father of two sons, he fills his
works with nostalgic tones and the
ephemeral beauty of everydayness.
His books resonate with his love for
North American Indians, coming-of-age
stories and now long gone, but still
vividly remembered days of childhood
innocence. So far, he has held more
than twenty individual exhibitions and
his picture-books were translated into
English, French, Italian, Croatian,
Russian and Slovenian. His comic
books were published in Romania and
Ukraine.
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Episode Two : Czech Comics Before 1945

In the Czech context, early forms of visual
narratives in some features similar to comics of
our present times can be found for instance in
medieval illuminated manuscripts. Also worth
mentioning is Wenceslas Hollar (1607-1677), a
famous graphic artist of Czech origin who lived
and worked in London, as he occasionally used
short narrative sequences.

However, if in our definition we connect direct
predecessors of comics with the gradual
development of printed periodical press, such
comics predecessors can not be found in the
Czech context before the mid 19th century. At
that time, Czech lands were part of the
multinational Austrian Empire, where the official
language was German. The turbulent year 1848,
affected by revolutions in many European
countries including the Austrian Empire, brought
among others a temporary release of the official
supervision over the press, which also resulted in
the birth of the first satirical magazines in Czech
language.

One the first significant cartoonists and comics
artists of Czech origin in those early times was
Karel Vaclav Kli¢ (1841-1926). He was the first
to introduce a recurring comics character to the
Czech audience, in 1867, in his comic strip
Stories of Uncle Mrkvi¢ka (Pfihody strécka
MrkviCky) about a country bumpkin who has set
out for the city. Shortly after that, KIi¢ moved to
the capital of the Empire, Vienna, and before
long succeeded there as a cartoonist. At the turn
of the 1880s and the 1890s, he also collaborated
with the British satirical magazine Puck.

Comic strip series Mr Topasek (Pan Topasek),
written and drawn by Karel Stroff for the humour
magazine Svanda dudak (Jolly Fellow Bagpiper)
in 1905-1906, can be considered the first Czech
comics of the modern type: it had a recurring
character as well as it used speech bubbles. At
the turn of the 19th and the 20th century, comic
strips gradually became more and more often
part of the content of children’s magazines. The
founding father in this field was Karel Ladislav
Thuma (1853-1917), who contributed especially
to the weekly magazine for kids Maly ¢tenar
(Little Reader). This artist did not work with any
steady characters in his strips, his comics stories
dealt usually with funny events of children’s lives.

The real boom of the Czech press came after the
year 1918 when the Austro-Hungarian Empire
disintegrated and the independent state of
Czechoslovakia was established. Comic strips
began appearing in daily newspapers, too. And it
was here that the first Czech comics heroes well
known untill our times were born. Today, the artist
Josef Lada (1887-1957) is internationally famous
mainly thanks to his illustrations of Jaroslav Hasek’s
novel The Good Soldier Svejk (Osudy dobrého
vojaka Svejka za svétové valky), but he is also the
author of comic strip Pranks of Frantik Vovisek and
his billy goat Bobes (Sprymovné kousky Frantika
Voviska a kozla BobeS$e). This strip was printed in
the weekend supplement of the daily newspaper
Ceské slovo (The Czech Word) and it was so
popular that its first collected book edition followed
immediately. Josef Lada later created several other
newspaper comic strips that also became popular.
However, the most successful comics artist in the
field of newspaper strips was Ondrej Sekora
(1899-1967). For the daily newspaper Lidové
noviny (People’s Newspaper), he made up many
series of comic strips with children or animal
heroes, the most favourite among them being his
comic strips with the optimistic and hardy Ferda the
Ant (Ferda Mravenec), who always knew how to
deal with any sort of situation. Ferda’s stories began
being published in 1933, three years later, Sekora
re-worked some of them for a comic book, with
radio shows, films and stage plays with Ferda
coming soon after that.

Sekora’s works’ style shows that after the end of the
World War |, the influence of American pop-culture
increased rapidly in the Czech context. In the field
of funny animals comic strips for instance, the
Czech audience was introduced to the world
popular Felix the Cat. When the first comics
magazine Koule (The Ball) was established, Felix’s
stories represented the magazine’s highlights
lurking new readers. One of the most popular
long-running comic strips for children that started
before 1945 was also influenced by an American
pattern. Women’s magazine List pani a divek
(Magazine for ladies and young ladies) started
re-printing an American comic strip about a doggie
and his friends. After the editors learned from the
readers’ reactions that these adventures had
become popular, they decided to create a very
similar original strip about a little dog called Punta.
The artist of this strip was René Klapac
(1905-1980), who was of Czech origin, but had also
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experience from abroad, as he had collaborated
with a French magazine for kids. The influence of
Walt Disney’s style of cartoons is apparent in
Klapac’'s work. Punta’s new strip was so
successful that since 1935, its publishing house
started a whole new magazine for children named
after the hero of the strip. In subsequent years, the
Punta magazine was very popular and became
also an important publishing opportunity for other
comic strips for children.

After the mid 1930s, Czech comics genres grew in
variety. Comic series intended for adult readers
offered detective or western plots, and funny family
chronicles became also popular. The most popular
comic strip among those that began in the late
1930s was the comic series Rychlé Sipy (Fast
Arrows), written by Jaroslav Foglar (1907-1999)
and drawn by Jan Fischer (1907-1960). Telling the
adventures of five town boys, it charmed readers
both with its plots and dynamic, yet always
amusing drawing style, consistently using speech
bubbles. Thanks to its popularity, this comic strip
inspired a whole specific genre of Czech comics
about organized groups of youngsters, as many
other comic artists tried to copy its successful
conception. 1
The further development of Czech comics was

nevertheless slowed down by World War Il — the

Czech area was occupied by Nazi Germany in

1939 and Czech culture including comics was

intended to be eliminated. A turning point came

only as late as in 1945, after the defeat of the Nazi

regime in Europe: it is only then that a renewal of

Czech culture could begin.
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Karel Jerie

Karel Jerie (*1977) was born in
Prague. This academically trained
painter started to make his first short
comics stories at the beginning of 21st
century, in parallel to his studies at
the Academy of Fine Arts (in the ate-
lier of painter Michael Rittstein). One
of the leading comic artists of the
so-called Generation Zero, he present-
ed his comics in all important fanzines
and revues (Aargh!, Komiksfest!
Revue, Pot, Zkrat), as well as in many
anthologies and on the internet. In
2007, he published his first two solo
albums: an adaptation of the classical
story about Oidipus Rex (Oedipus Rex)
and the imaginary historical adventure
story Sifra mistra Hanky (The Master
Hanka Code).

In recent years, Jerie is more and
more appreciated as a painter — being
a member of a Natvrdli art group, he
exhibits widely (in collective as well as
solo exhibitions). His beloved medi-
um-of-choice is nevertheless still the
comics. Since 2013, he published
three new graphic novels: two volumes
of his spectacular adaptation, or “re-
working”, of Candide by Voltaire (the
last volume of the trilogy is scheduled
for 2018), and a brilliant historical
graphic novel, 1968: Jak Dubc&ek v
Moskvé kapituloval (1968: How Dubcek
Surrendered in Moscow), in which he
depicts various political representa-
tives of Communist Czechoslovakia as
dinosaurs.
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Episode Three : Czech Comics 1945-2000

After the end of World War I, for a short time
comics in Czechoslovakia boomed and it
seemed it might have been possible to continue
in its pre-war tradition. However, after the com-
munist coup d’état in February 1948, the ideolo-
gists of the new regime followed Soviet patterns
and comics was labelled “an American evil-mind-
ed device to manipulate masses”. Consequently,
nearly all popular comic strips were banned from
being published (including the most beloved strip
Rychlé Sipy /Fast Arrows/), some comic artists
(like for example René Klapac) emigrated, others
were forced out of the public space and some
submitted to the new artistic style adopted from
the Soviet Union.

The only comics hero from the previous era who
was allowed to continue till the early 1950s was
Ferda Mravenec (Ferda the Ant). Nevertheless,
that was possible only because his creator
Ondfej Sekora (1899-1967) severely changed
the ideological plan of his stories: thus the previ-
ous impish individualist Ferda turned into a
determined builder of the socialist future, who
leads, for instance, a collective of other ants to
punish a lazy slug, or steals the winter stockpile
from a capitalist hamster. Besides that, there
were some other attempts to use comics for
purposes of the communist propaganda, yet in
the end prevailed the conclusion that the comics
type of visual narratives is not suitable for the
new socialist society. Comics survived only in a
few magazines for children, carefully avoiding
any use of speech balloons or interjections,
which were both considered the main features of
the condemned American comics production.

Beginning with the year 1956, the harshness of
the political and cultural conditions slowly weak-
ened, and comic strips once again could find
their way to magazines for youth and other
periodicals. Characteristic of that era was that
the borders of the censors’ tolerance were not
firmly set, and thus with regard to comics, editors
of magazines and newspapers tried to proceed
step by step — for instance, they tried to slip one

or two speech balloons into an episode of a comic
strip, and if there was no negative reaction from the
authorities, next time they increased their number.
Another reliable method was to adapt plots from
Soviet literature (often children’s literature, adven-
ture or sci-fi novels) finto comics — names of the
“ideologically approved” authors increased the
possibility that the comics adaptation would not be
banned.

The increasing political détente in the 1960s brought
better possibilities to get at least some of the comics
from the West, and it also led to the resurrection of
some of the domestic comic heroes from before
1948. Most notably, Rychlé Sipy (Fast Arrows)
started being re-edited, and these issues of the
collected old strips soon transformed into a new
comics magazine, offering also an opportunity for
new episodes to be published.

A few new phenomena were born at that time, too.
The most outstanding artist of the Czech comics of
the era was Kaja Saudek (1935-2015). Being
fascinated since his childhood with heroes of Ameri-
can comics, at first he created his own works copy-
ing their just to amuse himself and his friends, but
he continually developed his own original style
based on ironical exaggeration. In the late 1960s,
the political conditions allowed him to officially
publish his comics for adult readers, often taking
delight in excessively sexy female curves. For the
Czechoslovak audience, which was not so familiar
with the western comics production, these works
were surprising and daring, and soon they became
enormously popular. Although censorship of those
times was less strict than before, Saudek’s comics’
look was so “American”, that some of them were
stopped by the authorities even after their publica-
tion could be finished.

Nevertheless, Kaja Saudek felt the time offered an
opportunity for him to create a larger work and he
started to labour on the ambitious, over 100 pages
long comic book Muriel a andélé (Muriel and the
Angels), a sci-fi adventure of the beautiful female
doctor Muriel and a winged man. Written by Milo$
Macourek (1926—-2002), this comics was inspired
among others by the famous French comics
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Barbarella by Jeane-Claude Forest, and the whole
plot mirrors the intoxicating, yet naive atmosphere
of the 1960s. Unfortunately, before Saudek could
finish this work, Czechoslovakia was occupied in
August 1968 by the army of the Soviet Union and
its satellite states. Macourek and Saudek reacted
via comics — they started preparing a second part
of the story about Muriel. They called it Muriel a
oranzova smrt (Muriel and the Orange Death) and
its plot about aliens invading the Earth brought a
transparent allegory of the current events. Both
comic books together were over 200 pages long,
but in spite of all the efforts of their creators, their
publishing was not allowed and had to wait till the
change of the regime in 1989.

The other crucial phenomenon born in the late
1960s was the children’s magazine Ctyflistek
(Four Leaf Clover). One of its founders, the comic
artist and illustrator Jaroslav Némecek (*1944),
loved comic strips by René KlapaC when he was a
child, and later, on his trips abroad, he found
inspiration in West European comics magazines
for kids. Despite the fact that in the early 1970s,
the political situation in Czechoslovakia became
tougher, CtyHistek — with some luck — managed to
survive, because its intended audience were little
children. The title comic strip Ctyflistek, dealing
with four animal friends — a she-dog, a tomcat, a
pig and a hare — thus could continue, and as it is
still being published today, it has developed into
the most extensive Czech comics series of all time
(until now, there have been more than 1000
episodes).

After the invasion in 1968, the political regime did
not go entirely back to the situation in the 1950s,
nor did it condemn comics totally, but comics like
the daring works of Kéja Saudek or the Rychlé
Sipy (Fast Arrows) series had to disappear yet
again.

Not long before the end of the communist era in
November 1989, a new comics magazine
appeared. It was called Kometa (Comet) and after
many years of a rather sad situation, it represent-
ed a new attempt to establish a periodical dedicat-
ed to comics. After the fall of the Communist
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regime in 1989, Kometa together with other newly
established magazines that appeared after the
political change opened a publishing possibility for
a new wave of comics artists. But for many
reasons of various character, the comics boom
was soon over and, after 1993, for a few years,
Czech comics once again almost vanished from
the public space. Kaja Saudek created almost
exclusively only erotic drawings and, in the new
capitalist environment, all the young comics artists
abandoned comics to draw commercials and get
into other more profitable activities. And thus,
although comics was now able to find a new
situation on the free market, only CtyHistek repre-
sented a continuity in the Czech comics field.
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Lucie Lomova

The grand dame of contemporary
Czech comics, Lucie Lomova (*1964)
published her first comics — a
stand-alone story about two young
mouse friends, Annie and Joey on the
Trail (An¢a a Pepik na stopé) — at the
end of the 1980s. This beautifully
drawn and brilliantly coloured funny
animals story with a fully realised
world and detective plot was just the
beginning — over the following decade,
Lomova prepared 61 episodes of this
series. Annie and Joey (Anca a
Pepik), maybe the most beloved chil-
dren comics of the 1990s, is still
widely read (a new five-volume col-
lected edition has just been just pub-
lished earlier this year), it was adapt-
ed for theatre and recently also for a
television as a series of seven short
animation films.

After the year 2000, Lomova shifted
her attention to comics for an adult
readership and quickly gained promi-
nence in this field as well. Her graphic
novels Anna Wants to Jump (Anna
chce skocit), Savages (Divosi)and
Shooting Star (Na odstfel)were origi-
nally published in French, in the pub-
lishing house of the arguably most
prominent contemporary French
comics scholar Thierry Groensteen.
The meticulously thought-out stories
of Lucie Lomova (who tends to work as
a solo auteur, writing her scripts as
well) are among the best modern
Czech comics, won several awards
and in addition to Czech and French,
they were published in German and
Polish.
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Episode Four : Czech Comics in Other Media
& Czech Comics and Japan

Czech Comics in Other Media

Since the 1920s, Czech comics’ heroes have
been gradually settling also in other media.
lllustrated fiction (prose) for children belonged
among the early colonised areas. For a long
time, comics had been seen as a “lower” form of
creative activity, adapting popular comics stories
for prose thus meant, among others, increased
prestige for the given piece of art, as well as of
for its creator. Such popular Czech comics
characters as Ferda the Ant (Ferda Mravenec)
or Fast Arrows (Rychlé Sipy) were therefore
adapted (sometimes being extended at the
same time) for literature as early as at the very
beginning of their comics existence.

Another medium that started using popular
comics heroes very early was puppet theatre. In
the 1920s and 1930s, it had had a long tradition
and was on the rise thanks to the popular perfor-
mances of Josef Skupa and his puppet charac-
ters of Spejbl and Hurvinek. Characters by
Ondfej Sekora that had been popular earlier in
comic strips on the pages of the daily newspaper
Lidové noviny belonged to the greatest attrac-
tions of the Theatre Radost in Brno: sportsmen
Hnat a PatrCka were intended for adult readers,
kids could enjoy Sekora’s hero Cvocek. Mario-
nettes of these characters were designed by
Sekora himself. In the 1930s, many other heroes
that had originated in comics became protago-
nists of puppet theatres. Nowadays, puppet
theatre does not enjoy such massive popularity
as in the past, nevertheless, even today some
comics may be adapted for puppet performanc-
es — one example being the comics story The
Great Journey of Hair and Chin (Velké putovani
Vlase a Brady), written and drawn by acclaimed
artist FrantiSek Skala, which was adapted for a
puppet show by the Theatre Minor. Remarkably,
the transfer between two media can also happen
the other way round: from theatre into comics —
especially stories of the above mentioned Spejbl
and Hurvinek have been adapted for comics
several times, and even nowadays there is a
newspaper strip bringing their stories.

Czech audiences could enjoy the first feature
film based on comics motives as early as in
1932. The musical comedy Pepina Rejholcova

directed by Vaclav Binovec was inspired by the
stories of the comics character of the same name by
FrantiSek Voborsky. The humour of the original
comics series resulted from the contrast between
the righteous, yet simple country girl and the worldly
environment of the city. However, the next feature
film with comics heroes was not created before
1993 —in that year, The Mystery of the Conundrum
(Zahada hlavolamu), directed by Petr Kotek, brought
the still popular Fast Arrows to the silver screen.
There are no other live-action movie adaptions of
Czech comic books — for many years, several
adaptions of popular sci-fi and adventure comics of
the 1970s have been discussed, however, such
projects are so financially demanding that it is not
very probable they will be realized.

A very important hero appearing in many other
media since his comics birth was Ferda the Ant
(Ferda Mravenec). In the late 1930s, there was a
theatre adaptation, a radio play, and his stories were
recorded on gramophone albums. The early phase
of Ferda’s success in the Czech pop-culture
climaxed, a bit paradoxically, in 1944, when a
ten-minutes-long puppet-animated film with Ferda
was premiered in cinemas. At the same time, this
film directed by Hermina Tyrlova was the first Czech
puppet-animated film of such length. During the next
decades, Ferda was animated in films several other
times, now and then it is still happening today —
however, the quality oscillates significantly.

After World War Il, characters could sometimes
migrate between film and comics in both directions.
Film and comics became closely interconnected
especially during the 1970s and 1980s, thanks to
the fact that every evening, Czechoslovak TV broad-
casted a short home-produced film for children. At
that same time, the comics magazine for kids
Ctyflistek became very popular, and many heroes
appeared both in the short TV films as well as in the
magazine. Sometimes, original comics heroes
became TV stars, sometimes it was the other way
around, with TV characters finding a new life in
comics stories. Since the change of political regime
in 1989, these tight relations have loosened, but
they have not entirely disappeared. The most
current result of these relations are the stories of the
two mice friends Annie and Joey (Anc¢a a Pepik),
created by Lucie Lomova. During the 1990s, they
belonged to the most popular comics series in the
magazine Ctyflistek. In 2017, Czech TV premiered
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the first cartoon series of their animated adven-
tures. The most successful Czech animated film
project is the feature film Alois Nebel. The adven-
tures of a railroad worker living in a small rail
station far away from all main tracks reflect the
complicated history of Czechoslovakia in the 20th
century. Alois Nebel’s stories, created by Jaroslav
Rudi$ and Jaromir Svejdik, were primarily pub-
lished in three graphic novels (2003-2005). Direc-
tor Tomas Lunak based himself on these in 2011
to shoot the film Alois Nebel, using the technique
of rotoscoping. The film won the European Film
Award for best European animated film.

Czech Comics and Japan

Only seldom did Czech comics of the 20th century
look for inspiration towards Japan. When it hap-
pened, it often reflected stereotypical associations
connected with the “Land of the Rising Sun” in the
collective popular imagination. Perhaps the most
interesting “almost-comics” in 20th century piece
of art connected with Japan is the short Guide-
book created in 1980 by Kaja Saudek for a Czech
exhibition visually conceived by illustrator Stan-
islav Holy, and including artworks depicting
animals from prehistoric times by Zdenék Burian.
Besides that, here and there, several short comics
adaptations of Japanese fairy-tales and legends.
After 1989’s Velvet Revolution, the state borders
opened and offered new possibilities of travel:
Japan then became one of the new attractive
exotic destinations that could be visited — also by
protagonists of Czech comics. In 1994, the popu-
lar four friends of the comics series Ctyflistek thus
paid Japan a visit in the episode Christmas in
Japan. Another comics worth mentioning is the
series Goro, Protector of Macaques (Goro,
ochrance makaku), which became one of the very
first Czech comics stories with an explicit agenda
of environmental protection.

At the beginning of the 21st century, via the
internet and free travel, Japanese manga (and
anime) started influencing Czech culture and
inspired a lot of young comics artists. A group of
active fans established itself around the website
manga.cz. Gradually, just reading and translating
original mangas stopped to be enough for them,
therefore they started creating and later even
publishing their own comics “Japanese style”.
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Since 2009, the annual anthology Véjif (The
Folding Fan) has been offering the best of these
creative activities, however some of the artists —
for example the brothers Tesafs, creators of the
horror comics The Monster High School (Gymna-
zium pfiSer), Versus and One Thousand Masks
(Tisic masek) — publish their comics in book
(tankobon) formats.

21



22

—wvhu>

“wHI (KRG Z)UL- A2 —2)(F1987
FEFIN. KERTRBNTSNTVSIERDOPT
FREEVWT—FTA4AMDOEDTE. K
1989F DHE F R MM BUNEFRIREBRDHRTE
DIEHAT HFREPRDIIZ W I XPKREEI(IC
SIRe=Nd LR <HMNDIZENTEZ. TN
WX, FEOFmICEFERNCERRIZIVIR
YOOI 3 RE, L ES - ARENSE
PFEZMDANTVDIDZERDZCENTED
o ZVAHYZOYHERTE TS5 ADBD
ERAED NS4 RAEL—23>ZFTL
BOMFo>ED ERTEN., Tz, BAY>H
NSDFEEESIHINRD.

—vAHYU D OEROP TREELHNREDE,
BMEVWVRLS = (B UL EIMEEECRBINE L
nxL\, BAERTENFENTVLWBIOT)M
512313012 U—-XZ35, #nid0—RA
—EBE— D789 —¢ETHEBWSDREERT. T
MIENWDSZDKILENREBEQHRZIHEN
S, FPWREETYOYEHRESDIVEEL. O
DXS(CTEmB IREREHE <KIEN. BARD
RPGOD/\OF 4 —EHBEXD. [ ANILY—R -
AL ZILT A A - RSZT>-T7>4
T— - OIXMIEHFELTWS, I]RTE. ZwvhH
D> BV GEBRITOERERLIC, FEB.
BEMITOIU—-Y). UL (FHRAFEDDT
SO EZENTULD,

Nikkarin

Michal Mensik (who publishes all his works
under the nom de plume Nikkarin) was born in
1987 and is the youngest of the comics artists
featured in our exhibition. He belongs to the
generation that grew up after the fall of the
Communist regime (which took place in 1989)
and therefore had an unlimited access to world
comics and global popular culture. In his
award-winning comics works, one can easily
identify the influence of global comics celebri-
ties (Moebius was the most obvious source of
inspiration for Nikkarin’s early works, but traces
of Japanese manga are also notable), action
movies and computer games.

The most ambitious comics work by Nikkarin is
without any doubt his trilogy (or maybe tetralo-
gy, if the announced additional volume will ever
see the light of the day) called 130. This fanta-
sy road-movie of sorts tells the story of a
pilgrim named Bo who wanders through foreign
and mysterious lands, encountering no less
foreign and mysterious beings and objects. On
a lighter note, in 2012 Nikkarin also created a
parody of Japanese RPG-games called Spells-
word Saga VII: Ultimate dragon fantasy quest.
Recently, Nikkarin is focusing his attention on a
younger audience, working on series for
children and one-shot comic strips for young
adults.
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