Katarzyna Smyczynska

Kazimierz Wielki University in Bydgoszcz (Poland)

Ways of Showing: Brecht Evens' Panther

In my paper | argue that the graphic narrative Panther by Brecht Evens (2016), while relying on
refined conceptual means, involves ethically controversial artistic decisions®. Following
Rabindranath Tagore's reflection on artistic ethos, | define controversy as lack of ethical
responsibility, excessive focus on the effect of shock and on inducing a sense of hopelessness in the
reader?. Although Evens' book never states directly if the implied male violence (result of
incestuous desire) is really part of the female protagonist's life, the narrative's suggestive power
alternating between horror and joke may be unbearable for a perceptive reader. The artist uses the
charismatic yet abusive figure of the “panther” (a kind of alter ego of the girl's father) as
“camouflage” which allows him to literally (if not graphically) depict the verbal and physical abuse
of the child. Other potentially controversial strategies involve specific constructions of dialogues
and visual metaphors (the girl's body metaphorised as meat, horror aesthetics, the panther's
ostensibly mocking and cynical demeanour), as well as obnoxious symbolism and the dexterous use
of intertextuality — e.g. the way Evens alludes to children's literature classics in the context of
paedophilia. They are all evidence of the artist's emotional distance to the harrowing theme he
undertakes. Evens himself reveals his disturbingly lighthearted attitude to the book, confessing: “I
had a lot of fun making it, though I'm not sure that's the vibe that comes across to people”.® | argue
that there is hardly any sense of compassion for child suffering in Evens' narrative, and | suggest
that the story is a convoluted form of cynical play with the readers' expectations, where a socially
sensitive topic and traumatic experience become a pretext to construct a scopophilic 120-page tale
of the child's ordeal in the privacy of her own home.
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