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YOUTH MOVEMENTS,  
NAZISM,  AND WAR 

Photography and the Making of a Slovak Future  
in World War II (1939 – 1944)

Bertrand Metton

The first independent Slovak state was created in March 1939 in the wake 
of the Munich agreement and the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. As 
the first of what were later to be called “Nazi puppet states,” its institutional 
framework was largely influenced by that of the Nazi tutelary power. In the 
months that followed, Catholic priest Jozef Tiso, who was the head of the 
new state, and his political formation, the reactionary- nationalist Hlinka’s 
People’s Party, implemented a policy of coordination that mimicked the Nazi 
Gleichschaltung of the mid- 1930s: it passed racial laws, outlawed other politi-
cal formations, and expanded the reach of the People’s Party by creating a 
number of affiliated organizations.1 The new state’s youth organization, the 
Hlinka Youth, which had been founded a few months earlier in December 
1938, was responsible for the physical and ideological training of the country’s 
future generations.2 As such it was ascribed the fundamental double task of 
regenerating the Slovak nation according to the new official creed, a mélange 
of reactionary Catholic ideas embodied by Tiso and a form of Europeanist 
Nazism championed by the radical wing of the People’s Party, and cementing 
the rebirth of the Slovak nation through its first independent state.3 
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From 1939 until the fall of the regime in 1945, the organization published a 
series of youth magazines relaying official propaganda among young Slovaks. 
Carefully crafted photographs quickly replaced the drawn illustrations of 
the early issues, while at the same time the party’s discourse proceeded to 
a reconsideration of the national narrative: references to a heroic national 
past came to be superseded by the transformative value of the war on the 
Eastern Front and by the future of Slovakia in Hitler’s Europe. The evidence 
of these Slovak youth magazines shows the national narrative being redrawn 
under the pressure of war and militarization. Photographic images and the 
use of a militaristic aesthetic emulating the Nazi model became means of 
developing a modernist discourse that exploded the conservative Catholic 
national narrative in favor of a new political myth turned toward the future.4 
As revealed in the interplay between visual representation and ideology, the 
images featured in the Slovak youth magazines helped develop political and 
historical discourses inspired by those of Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. 

Evidenced by the power of photographic images in the ideological toolbox 
of fascism, this Slovak context delivers an interesting perspective on the at-
tempts of fascist publicists during World War II to use photography to pro-
duce serviceable ideological materials. Inscribed in those materials were the 
ideas of rebirth and an alternate modernity that saturated fascist discourses. 
Some of the main themes discussed in this chapter are also central to the 
arguments put forth by other contributors to this volume. It is particularly 
the case of Maggie Clinton’s essay on the Chinese fascists’ attempts to con-
vey ideas of rebirth and build up mass support through the use of modernist 
aesthetics (chapter 1). Ethan Mark’s chapter on colonial Indonesia also sug-
gests that the processes of identification that framed fascist ideology should 
be understood as part of metahistorical dynamics that transcended national 
boundaries (chapter 8). Finally, while Nadya Bair’s work on Robert Capa’s 
war photographs provides us with a powerful antifascist counterpoint, it also 
serves as a reminder that the massive reliance on visual materials was not the 
exclusive domain of fascist movements, but it nonetheless provided fascist 
militants and political formations from around the world with a common 
language that helped frame a unified self- image of power, dynamism, and 
regeneration (chapter 10).
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The Hlinka Youth and Its Propaganda Apparatus

From its inception, the Hlinka Youth organization sought to follow the Hit-
ler Youth’s German example: on the basis of one- party rule put into place by 
Tiso and the People’s Party, it incorporated and replaced preexisting youth 
organizations such as the Sokol and the Slovak scouts.5 Commander- in- chief 
Alojz Macek headed the movement, and it was placed under the supervision 
of the Ministry of Interior and the Hlinka Guard, both under the control of 
Alexander Mach, one of the leaders of the People’s Party’s radical faction.6 As 
an extracurricular paramilitary organization, the Hlinka Youth’s main pur-
pose was to replenish the ranks of the Hlinka Guard with ideologically and 
physically primed personnel. By 1940, membership was made compulsory 
for youth between six and nineteen years of age. At the height of its powers 
in May 1943, it totaled 238,000 members, accounting for over 10 percent of 
wartime Slovakia’s population.7

As Slovak Minister of Propaganda from March 1939 to August 1940, Mach 
vitally steered the modernization of the Slovak propaganda apparatus, draw-
ing heavily on the Nazi model. If Mach conceived the Hlinka Youth as “an 
autonomous organization for the extra- curricular education of the Slovak 
Christian youth,” its main task was to prepare youths for war and the role 
Slovakia played in Hitler’s new continental order.8 The education dispensed 
by the Hlinka Youth, which complemented that received in regular schools, 
consisted in two hours daily of courses and group activities divided into ide-
ological (national- political education, social education, social health educa-
tion) and military teachings; the latter became more prominent in the classes 
for older students.9

One of the principal innovations introduced during the first year of the 
Hlinka Youth and Mach’s tenure at the Ministry of Propaganda was the cre-
ation of a complete set of youth magazines aimed at Slovak boys and girls 
during their membership in the organization. The first and most important 
was Nová Mládež (New youth), an illustrated monthly that appeared for the 
first time in April 1939. It was intended for a large audience of boys and girls 
between ten and eighteen years of age.10 The Hlinka Youth also published a 
magazine for girls, Slovenská Deva (The Slovak girl), and another for boys 
aged six to ten years: Vlca (Cub).11 Both magazines were extensively illus-
trated and offered their young readers cartoons and activities (crosswords, 
drawings, or knitting patterns) as well as news pertaining to the organization 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758918/9781478004387-010.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 214 Bertrand Metton

(summer camps, excursions, meetings with state officials).12 Starting in Sep-
tember 1939, a fourth magazine was published by Hlinka Youth Headquar-
ters: Straž was designed as a text- only organ and think piece for the chiefs and 
functionaries of the movement.13

Toward a Modernized National Narrative

Since the early 1990s and the democratization of Slovakia, historians have 
mostly focused on the question of the Slovak state’s responsibility in deport-
ing Slovak Jews and on the historical figure of Jozef Tiso.14 This research vi-
tally debunked the attempts by the radical nationalist Right, supported by 
then prime minister Vladimír Mečiar, to rehabilitate and glorify the figure 
of Tiso and the legacy of the Slovak state.15 These works played a significant 
political role by confronting the reemergence of nationalist myths in the po-
litical arena. Yet their specific, albeit justified, focus somewhat obscured the 
emergence of a new political ideology that effected the fusion of the conserva-
tive national narrative of the People’s Party with a fascism- inspired, forward- 
looking vision of the Slovak nation under Hitler’s new European order.16 The 
ensuing transformation of the national narrative in the Slovak youth press in 
1941 – 44, from Catholic conservatism to fascism, owed much to the increased 
reliance on photographic images. These carefully crafted and edited images, 
emulating those in popular Nazi publications such as the youth magazine 
Der Pimpf or the widely circulated illustrated Signal, were key in produc-
ing a dynamic iconography that gave credence to the new political myth of 
the future.17 A fine- grained study of the images that formed the core of a 
youth magazine such as Nová Mládež shows the extent to which the Catholic- 
national ideology of 1939 and 1940 was superseded by fascist conceptions of 
the future that promoted the construction of a “new Europe” through Slova-
kia’s support of the Nazi war effort.

The involvement of Slovakia in the Second World War, as part of a “mu-
tual assistance treaty” signed with Nazi Germany in 1939, made this radical 
discursive and ideological shift possible.18 In the wake of the invasion of the 
USSR, in which a Slovak expeditionary force took part, Slovak society and 
political culture became subjected to an intense military propaganda.19 The 
direct link between the Hlinka Youth and the military, through the training 
of future soldiers for the defense of the Slovak state, made it a primary outlet 
for official militaristic discourses. In September 1941, as the Axis forces ad-
vanced through the Soviet Union, Alojz Macek defined the purpose of the or-
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ganization as “the organization and fulfillment of the current acknowledged 
needs concerning extra- curricular education, for the establishment of a new 
order, of a new life at home and throughout Europe.”20 

Michael Geyer has defined the genuine experience of war in the modern 
world as a phenomenon that “engulfs everybody, comes from somewhere out 
there — literally and figuratively — and seems to envelop society in all its par-
tial activities and to transcend it. War thus becomes a metahistorical force, 
everyone participates but no one takes responsibility.”21 For the Slovak state’s 
youth organization, as for that of fascist Italy or Nazi Germany from which it 
drew inspiration, photography supplied an adequate means for representing 
this metahistorical dimension of total war. Individual subjects of the photo-
graphs, often cast in heroic poses, functioned as the expression of the mass, 
symbolic characters with which individual readers of the magazines could 
identify. 

Photographic images and simple photomontages, which the Slovak youth 
press featured extensively during 1941, were used to draw readers into the dra-
matic events unfolding before their eyes. From images of the Eastern Front’s 
battlefields, of youth in other fascist countries, or of women working in the 
Hlinka Youth uniform, each young Slovak could make of himself or herself 
a builder of the new nation, in the present and the future. A transformative 
experience for society as a whole, the war period seemed to effect a formi-
dable acceleration of time, promising for Slovakia a role in the grand his-
torical scheme of Hitler’s European project.22 Photographic images were also 
crucial in creating the new historical narrative: as snapshots of a history in 
the making, they powerfully conveyed the myth of rebirth that framed the 
fascist conception of self.

Drawings as a Middle Ground  
between Conservatism and Fascism

In the Slovak state’s first year, the visual output of the Hlinka Youth press 
mostly followed a traditional formula: textual content enhanced by drawings 
and illustrations. The themes developed in the magazines mostly fit within 
the Catholic, nationalist, and conservative discourse of the People’s Party’s 
ideological platform during the interwar period.23 The first issue of Nová 
Mládež particularly emphasized the roots of the Slovak nation, its Catholi-
cism, and the accomplishment of the People’s Party with a series of articles 
on the movement’s mythical forbears, such as Prince Pribina from Nitra (the 
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first Christian Slavic lord) and the paternalistic figure of Andrej Hlinka, or an 
article on the Vatican, which was referred to as “the smallest but the greatest 
state” as an allegorical image of independent Slovakia.24

The cover of the magazine’s first issue featured a black ink drawing of a 
Hlinka Youth member in uniform flanked by an eagle bearing a double cross 
and sitting on three bundled pieces of wood (figure 9.1). The cover’s design 
mixed a traditional aesthetic with a set of references to fascism in the form 
of the eagle, the bundle, and the slick, tie- wearing, uniformed member of the 
organization.25 Yet, the drawing’s main focal point was a double cross posi-
tioned on the eagle’s chest, a centerpiece joining the two wings; the cross is 
the national emblem of Slovakia and the expression of its Catholicism. In this 
image, the generic representation of the boy in uniform was placed under the 
protection of the cross- bearing eagle, a hybrid figure between fascist symbols 
and the traditional emblem of the cross. The same illustration was used, with 

9.1 Nová Mládež 
magazine (published in 
Bratislava by the Hlinka 
Youth organization), 
April 1939, original 
drawn cover illustration.
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different ink colors, for each of the magazine’s first three covers. The draw-
ing was loaded with symbols: a trinity comprising the state and the party (the 
eagle) and Catholicism (the double cross) looking over the emerging Slovak 
youth (the Hlinka Youth member). Its historicity relied precisely on the pres-
ence of these three elements yet somehow failed to render a convincing mes-
sage of historical and political dynamism. 

Photographic images were introduced inside the magazine at the begin-
ning of 1940. By then, the Slovak army had already participated in the inva-
sion of Poland in the autumn of 1939, and the contours of a new historical 
narrative were being sketched out. The German grip was tightening on Slo-
vak political life, and it was officially ratified when Slovak leaders met Hitler 
and foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop in Salzburg on July 28, 1940.26 
The “Salzburg agreement” ensured that Nazi influence increased in Slovakia 
via the appointment of Vojtech Tuka as prime minister. A leader of the Peo-
ple’s Party’s radical wing, Tuka’s boundless opportunism, anti- Semitism, and 
lust for power met Germany’s needs for military and economic cooperation.27 
The agreement also introduced a number of German advisers who were re-
sponsible for securing German interests in all parts of public life in Slovakia. 
Among them were experts for the police, for the so- called Jewish question, 
and for the Hlinka Party and its youth organization.28

Visions of Movement in Photographic Images

Although the German advisers’ involvement in the Hlinka Youth does not 
appear explicitly in the archive, they surely contributed to the profound re-
vamping of its press in late 1940 and early 1941. Original, well- crafted pho-
tographs particular to each issue replaced the generic drawing of the cross- 
bearing eagle and Hlinka Youth member that previously adorned the covers 
of Nová Mládež. This new model, which also was used for the children’s mag-
azine Vlca, borrowed heavily from the Nazi youth magazine Der Pimpf. In-
deed, the printing patterns with a full- page photograph on the cover and a 
thick bottom band containing the name of the tutelary organization were 
strikingly similar.

While the new template retained the cross- bearing eagle, tucked in the top 
left corner and styled as a medallion, it now relinquished center stage to the 
photographs. The cover picture for the June 1942 issue of Nová Mládež is tell-
ing of the iconographic innovations of that period (figure 9.2).29 It features a 
group of teenage Hlinka Youth members performing a military salute before 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758918/9781478004387-010.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 218 Bertrand Metton

a symbol of Slovak nationalism: a bust of Andrej Hlinka in Ružomberok, the 
priest- politician’s hometown and parish. The interplay between the youths 
looking to the left at an unknown horizon and the father figure of Hlinka 
looking benevolently upon them but in the other direction suggest a semantic 
opposition between past and future, old and new. It not only offers the image 
of a power transition but also posits two hardly reconcilable conceptions of 
time and politics: a history anchored in the past, immobile and looking in-
ward on the nation, and another narrative written in the present that frames 
movement as the precondition for its very existence. Finally, the image also 
suggests the passage of power from a unique, identifiable figure to a multi-
tude, a nation of future soldiers united under the banner of the Hlinka Youth 
and the People’s Party.

9.2 Nová Mládež 
magazine (published in 
Bratislava by the Hlinka 
Youth organization), June 
1942 cover, Hlinka bust 
and Hlinka Youth.
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War in the East and a Fascist Way of Life

The outbreak of war against the Soviet Union in June 1941 gave Slovak pro-
pagandists ample opportunity to test the appeal of photographic images and 
a powerful discursive trope with which to historicize the ideological struggle 
of the Slovak state. The dynamic of war, the physical movement of the Slovak 
army, served as parables for the inclusion of the country in Hitler’s new Euro-
pean order.30 The years 1941 and 1942 brought a remarkable surge of military 
imagery to the Slovak Youth press, while the adult press, especially the Slovak 
and Gardista newspapers, placed special emphasis on anti- Semitic textual 
content, as the Hlinka Guard prepared to deport the Slovak Jews.31 Aestheti-
cizing war in support of a renewed political message remained a crucial pre-
rogative of the Hlinka Youth and its press.

Embracing this turn toward militaristic imagery, the cover of the Decem-
ber 1941 issue of Nová Mládež showcased a staged picture of a young man 
wearing the parade uniform of the organization and carrying a gun among 
crawling soldiers on the battlefield (figure 9.3).32 A somewhat unrefined pho-
tomontage superimposing an armed character onto a picture of Slovak sol-
diers at war, this image nonetheless possessed a strong evocative power. The 
stance of the man in uniform clearly suggests an attitude of defiance vis- à- vis 
danger, fear, and fate; he stands among men laying on the ground, holding 
his weapon tightly with two hands. Despite the simplicity of composition, the 
picture produces a dramatic effect, projecting the reader into the battlefield, 
almost about to hear the bullets fly.

This image encapsulates the fascist conception of life familiar from Mus-
solini and Gentile in The Doctrine of Fascism: a life based on action, physical 
and moral courage, duty, and comradeship.33 In the picture, the Hlinka Youth 
member rises above the mass of soldiers to symbolize the heroic nature of 
his personal engagement, a life that, following the fascist creed, relinquished 
personal pursuits and instead was dedicated to the state and the nation. The 
significance of war in fascist ideology lies, as Mark Neocleous argues, “in the 
conjunction of war as an inner experience, as the highest form of political 
activity, and as the supreme application of modern technology. The subjec-
tivism of the front soldier’s experience of annihilation is transformed into the 
objectivist affirmation of metaphysical- vitalist strength shaped by fate.”34 The 
Slovak soldier pictured in the photomontage is framed as the embodiment of 
this attitude toward life. 

As the display of such images and photomontages of members of the 
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movement posing in heroic attitudes became the norm on the magazine’s 
cover, the back cover began showcasing the Slovak contingent in actual com-
bat operations in the east. The goal was to create interplay between the staged, 
fantasized renditions of warfare and real action photographs: if the former 
projected a much- desired future in which youths could see themselves while 
reading the magazine, then the latter depicted the present struggle, a neces-
sary stage in attaining political fantasy. The back cover of the December 1941 
issue of Nová Mládež was an ideal counterpoint to the picture of the standing 
man (figure 9.4). Entitled “The Slovak Army in the Far East,” it featured eight 
small frames organized around a bigger one showing three soldiers firing a 
long- range cannon.35 The smaller images showcased military personnel en-
gaging Soviet troops in the USSR, as well as captured Soviet equipment, with 
minister and Hlinka Guard leader Alexander Mach visiting troops near the 
front. When set next to each other, the front and back covers form a diptych 
bridging the mythical and the real, projecting the magazine’s young readers 
into the heroic life of the new fascist Slovak man.

Photomontage, Modernity, and War

By the time of the Second World War, photomontage was a common image- 
altering technique. According to Christopher Phillips, Soviet interwar art 
critic Sergei Tretyakov defined photomontage as a technique in which re-
ality is consciously altered by superimposing two or more images and fur-
ther transforming them by adding drawings, collages, or text.36 Building on 
Tretyakov’s definition, Phillips considers montage as a technique validating 
the changes that had been occurring in industrialized societies since the early 
twentieth century: “In Germany, in the USSR, and the United States, this 
(1919 – 1942) was a period of heightened awareness of being caught up in an 
epoch of accelerated transformation. This period marked the culmination 
of a series of irreversible passages: the passage from the seasonal rhythms of 
a rural society to the frenzied tempo of an urban culture; the passage from 
national economies based on the land and on artisanal occupations to indus-
trial economies driven by machine technology; the passage from a social life 
rooted in traditional family life and local communities to larger, more im-
personal aggregations of mass society.”37 The rudimentary photomontages 
featured in Slovak youth magazines lacked the refinement of the Russian 
constructivists or John Heartfield in Germany, yet they retained the evoca-
tive power and historical charge described by Phillips.38 In the case of Nová 
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9.3 and 9.4 (next page) Nová Mládež magazine (published in Bratislava by the Hlinka 
Youth organization), December 1941, front cover (left) and back cover (right), showing  
the Slovak army on the Eastern Front.
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Mládež, photomontage was used in support of two main themes: warfare and 
the use of modern technology. It was usually subsumed into a larger visual 
trope in which modern warfare became a parable for the national commu-
nity’s accession to European modernity.

The relationship between photomontage and technology lies in its ability 
to elicit and contain “the speed of blur of an experience of modernity, of the 
everyday assimilation of modern urban and technological imagery.”39 In the 
particular context of wartime Slovakia, photography gave credence to the 
modernist political discourse of the Hlinka Youth by drawing a strong con-
nection between speed, politics, and warfare. The purpose of such images as 
the standing man with the gun was to emphasize the transformative value  
of the experience of modern warfare, for the individual soldier no less than 
for the larger national group (figure 9.3). The transition from a reactionary to 
a fascist discourse was precisely located in the exaltation of war and technol-
ogy and its ability to create a new, fascist man.40

For Paul Virilio, the relation between speed and politics is fundamentally 
an aspect of modern societies. About warfare in the twentieth century he 
writes, “Speed is time saved in the most absolute sense of the word, since it 
becomes human time directly torn from death. . . . Salvation is no longer in 
flight; safety is in running toward your death, in killing your death. Safety is in 
assault simply because ballistic vehicles make flight useless. . . . From now on, 
general safety can come only from the masses in their entirety reaching speed.”41 
The combination of photomontage and military imagery in Nová Mládež 
performed an essential task toward creating a fascist discourse by projecting 
onto the reading youths the perception that salvation could be attained only 
through voluntary sacrifice. Taking part in Hitler’s war was part of the same 
intellectual logic: Operation Barbarossa was conceived as a preemptive strike 
against the supposedly inevitable Soviet aggression; it sought to remake his-
tory by outpacing time. 

The Flying Youth

As the use of deftly arranged photographs and photomontages increased, 
so did the use of pictures of combat aircrafts as the definitive expression of 
both speed and modernity. The cover of the May 1942 issue of Nová Mládež 
exemplifies this evolution (figure 9.5).42 In the foreground of the image, three 
differently aged boys are putting together a wooden aircraft model. The one 
on the right appears to be the oldest; he wears a uniform with two crosses on 
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the shoulder, indicating his leadership in the organization.43 Beneath him, a 
younger member affixes the model’s wing to the frame, supervised by the first 
member. A third boy, on the left side of the frame, holds the model while the 
others work. Behind this image another picture is superimposed, presenting 
three Slovak air force fighter planes in tight formation. 

The interplay between the boys works on two levels: first, craftsmanship 
and knowledge are being transmitted from the older boy to the younger ones; 
second, a clear subjective transposition seems to exist from the model being 
built in the foreground to the actual aircrafts behind. Here, the training per-
formed in the Hlinka Youth acquires its concrete meaning: apprentices were 
figuratively transformed into actual combat aircraft pilots. This model- to- 
reality transposition also bears strong historical implications, erasing the dis-
tance in time that separates the boys from their future in the Slovak air force. 

9.5 Nová Mládež 
magazine (published  
in Bratislava by 
the Hlinka Youth 
organization), May 1942.
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Montage is used to transpose the present into the future: time is abridged and 
the warplane, as the expression of speed and power, endows the young Slovak 
militants with the substance of their future fascist selves.44

Perhaps more so than in a technologically advanced society such as Brit-
ain or Germany, using airplanes as a parable of the future would certainly 
have resonated powerfully with the young Slovak readers of the magazine. 
For Peter Fritzsche, aviation came to be understood as “the quintessential 
marker of twentieth century progress[;] the airplane, more so than any other 
technology, clarified the link between nationalist aspirations and the ad-
vent of the modern age. In promising military and economic advantage, and 
in demonstrating mastery over nature, the airplane emerged as the clear-
est measure of nations, distinguishing not only European civilization from 
those of Africa and Asia, but also great powers among the continent’s leading 
states.”45 In wartime Slovakia, a small agricultural country with a paper- thin 
national narrative, the use of airplanes in propaganda materials was meant 
to equip youths with an inflated self- image of power and a sense of belonging 
among the elite of European nations. 

The Hlinka Youth and Hitler’s Europe

During the Second World War, fascist parties across Europe embraced Hit-
ler’s continental rule as a protective bulwark against communism. In France 
and Belgium, fascist parties such as Jacques Doriot’s French Popular Party 
(PPF), Léon Degrelle’s Rexists or Marcel Déat’s National Popular Rally (RNP) 
made participation in Hitler’s European Project a centerpiece of their ideolog-
ical platforms.46 In east- central Europe, fascist leaders often used European-
ist discourse extensively; they conceived of Festung Europa (fortress Europe) 
as a means for their “backward” countries to board the train of modernity. 
Horia Sima, leader of the Romanian Legion of the Archangel Michael, saw 
the Nazi continental order as “a forerunner of today’s united Europe, insofar 
as it allowed the more developed countries to exercise benevolent tutelage 
over the small nations of the periphery that were struggling to break out of 
the confining condition of their underdevelopment.”47 In Slovakia, this brand 
of Europeanist positioning gained traction in the People’s Party in 1941 and 
became one of the pillars of the official discourse. The idea of Hitler’s Europe 
was emphasized with particular diligence in the youth press. The creation of 
a new Slovak future through the war effort worked hand in hand with the 
inclusion of the Hlinka Youth and its leaders among the future rulers of the 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758918/9781478004387-010.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 226 Bertrand Metton

continent, learning their political craft in the Hitler Youth and other fascist 
youth organizations. 

By early 1941, the Hitler Youth and the Italian Youth of the Lictor (gil) 
regularly organized sporting events and summer camps, bringing together 
fascist youth movements from around Europe.48 In August, when interna-
tional youth games were held in Breslau, fascist youth delegations from four-
teen countries flocked to Lower Silesia for what was to be the first step of the 
European Youth Association.49 In Slovakia, the Breslau games represented 
the first participation of a Slovak state delegation in a significant international 
event. The Hlinka Youth press produced a series of articles and photograph 
albums showcasing progress since the beginning of the war. 

A first set of photographs from the Breslau games appeared on the back of 
the November 1941 issue of Nová Mládež (figure 9.6).50 The main frame com-
prised a silhouette of a Hlinka Youth member standing in front of the Bres-
lau stadium, facing the young athletes parading in tight formation wearing 
the uniforms of their respective delegations. In the background the stadium 
stands, overlooked by the typical clock tower of Nazi- era arenas, display rows 
of spectators forming the “V” of victory and Nazi symbols: swastika- bearing 
flags, uniforms, and eagles.51 Crowning the image, three smaller frames show 
Hlinka Youth leader Alojz Macek meeting with German, Italian, and Croa-
tian officials.52 At the bottom, slightly wider frames depict the starting line 
of a race and the Hlinka Youth delegation marching alongside youths from 
other countries. 

Linking the two sets of pictures at the top and the bottom, the main image 
performs a task similar to that of the Hlinka Youth member with the gun (fig-
ure 9.3) and the three model- making teenagers (figure 9.5). The shaded Hlinka 
Youth character stands in the center of the frame, creating a strong interplay 
between him and the crowd, the individual fascist man in the making as the 
emanation of the larger group. As in the two other images, the lone member 
of the organization, a generic identifiable model, delivers a metaphorical im-
age for individual readers and members of the Hlinka Youth. Such identifi-
cation mechanisms nurtured in the Slovak state’s youth press were essential 
for the wartime fascist national discourse. Through pictures of the Breslau 
games, Hlinka Youth members from Bratislava, Nitra, Ružomberok, or the 
Tatras Mountains found themselves sharing in a larger historical and spatial 
dynamic transcending the confines of Slovakia. The explosion of the passéist 
national narrative also meant a dramatic reframing of the collective spatial 
imaginary.53 Participation in Hitler’s Europe occurred at the military level 
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9.6 Nová Mládež magazine (published in Bratislava by the Hlinka Youth organization), 
November 1941.
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through the conquest of territories in the east (figure 9.4) but also through 
international gatherings such as the Breslau games. Multinational camps 
also expanded in 1942; as the travels of the Hlinka Youth and their contacts 
with sister movements from fascist countries increased, so did the presence 
of photographs with a pan- European theme in the pages of Nová Mládež.54

The sense of belonging to a larger European and global fascist youth com-
munity was emblazoned in the eleven frames forming the back cover of the 
April 1942 Nová Mládež.55 The top part of the page, made up of images de-
picting a Hlinka Youth trip in the town of Asiago in northern Italy, func-
tioned as a roman photo of the life of Slovak youth leaders in Mussolini’s 
Italy.56 The pictures provided a detailed outlook on the travels of the Slo-
vak representatives, from their departure in Bratislava to their meetings with 
“comrades from the new Europe.” The bottom half of the page, for its part, 
comprised exclusively images of the Hitler Youth (“On the life of the Hitler 
Youth”) and of the Japanese Youth (“Learning How to Fly”). Juxtaposing 
photographs from the Hlinka Youth’s travels with others borrowed from the 
Nazi press effected the inclusion of the Slovak group in the activities of the 
future leaders of the two most powerful Axis countries. Once again, the ar-
rangement of this photographic set conveyed the newfound emergent power 
of the Slovak youth via the creation of the new European fascist man. The 
pan- European and pan- fascist imagery displayed in Nová Mládež suggested 
a recession of national differences before powerful generational sentiment.57 

Photographs and Fascist Imagery

By the autumn of 1942, the advance of the Wehrmacht and its allies into 
the USSR was at a standstill. Around the same time, the Slovak youth press 
sharply increased its militaristic content for what already seemed a prefig-
uring of the coming debacle. For a short period between summer 1941 and 
spring 1943, the “new youth” of Tiso’s Slovak state were framed as the heroic 
material for creating the Slovak fascist man. The Hlinka Youth’s paramili-
tary training and participation in the activities of the future fascist leaders 
helped advance the image of Slovakia as a historically significant entity. The 
space for cultivating this radically modern forward- looking self- image was 
opened by deploying photographic images, with their ability to convey move-
ment and physical dynamism. For the Slovak fascists, like their German and 
Italian godfathers, technology, speed, and war were key to fulfilling the myth 
of rebirth and the coming of the fascist man.58 The photographs used in the 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758918/9781478004387-010.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 Youth Movements, Nazism, and War   229

wartime Slovak youth press testify to this obsession with war. Their fascist 
imagery composed the visual language of a movement that sought to portray 
itself as disdainful of the possibility of death.59 From a conception of time, 
politics, and the nation steeped in Catholic tradition and turned toward the 
past, the Slovak state developed, during World War II, a new historical vision 
based on technology and youth that was meant to find its end point in the 
foundation of Hitler’s Europe. For the small Slavic nation with virtually no 
history before 1918, participating in the creation of the new continental or-
der amounted to a thorough rewriting of the national narrative. History was 
written in the present and the future through the deeds of the emerging gen-
eration cultivated in the Hlinka Youth. The photographic images displayed 
in Nová Mládež, conceived as historical snapshots, also served as proof that 
the Slovak national revolution was happening.

Conclusion

By the autumn of 1943, as the course of events irreversibly turned against Nazi 
Germany and its allies, the Hlinka Youth magazines’ editors returned to a 
more conservative imagery emphasizing old and dignified national figures. 
This period coincided with a loss of popularity of Vojtech Tuka’s fascist gov-
ernment, largely because of its unconditional collaboration with Nazi Ger-
many and the central role it played in deporting Slovak Jews during 1942.60 
The retreat of the Wehrmacht in the east and the rapid advance of the Red 
Army all but signified the end of Hitler’s “New Europe,” a notion that had 
been instrumental in the development of Slovakia’s wartime spatial and his-
torical imaginary. The National Slovak Uprising that took place in the sum-
mer of 1944 prompted the Nazis to invade the country, and it put a brutal 
end to the relative independence Tiso and his cronies had enjoyed for a little 
over five years. 

More so than the return to prominence of the conservative faction within 
the Hlinka People’s Party,61 the reappearance of a traditional nationalist 
imaginary in the Slovak youth press at the end of 1943 signified the cancel-
lation of the short- lived political horizon opened by German victories in the 
USSR. From its foray into fascist territory during 1941 – 43, when modernity, 
war, and visions of the future formed its backbone, the Slovak historical nar-
rative retreated to a conservative position heralding the glorious figures of the 
past. In November 1944, a few months before the Wehrmacht’s final collapse 
and the disappearance of Tiso’s state, Nová Mládež published one of its last is-
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sues. The image chosen for the cover was rather unusual: instead of featuring 
a youthful character in a dynamic, willful attitude, it consisted of a picture of 
an emaciated Andrej Hlinka in his old days, wearing a clergy shirt and hat.62

The cover layout was modified for the occasion, and the tight black and 
white portrait of the Catholic national hero was framed by a solid black back-
ground. The interplay between the magazine’s title, set below the picture in 
white block letters, and Hlinka’s image functioned as an obituary: that of the 
magazine, the Hlinka Youth, the Slovak state, and the boundless power as-
pirations of the wartime years. The grim quality of this last effort should not 
overshadow the mastery of the composition and the remarkable ability of the 
Slovak youth propagandists to create an alternative national discourse dur-
ing the Second World War. The use of photographic images was instrumental 
in giving life to a doctored historical narrative that posited the accession of 
Slovakia to European modernity through its association with Nazi Germany. 
Considering the significance of national rebirth, youth, and the idea of the 
new man in fascist ideology, it is not surprising that these cutting- edge ma-
terials were primarily used in the People’s Party’s youth press. The photog-
raphy of Nová Mládež and other youth magazines published by the Hlinka 
Youth has no equivalent in the propaganda output of the Slovak state. As 
this essay has shown, photographs were used as a means to create a record of 
history in the making, snapshots of Slovakia’s accession to a larger historical 
stage. They can serve as the primary material to make a case for the “fasci-
zation” of Tiso’s Slovak state during 1940 – 43 and its attempt to remake the 
country’s future by mobilizing the generation that came of age during the 
Second World War.
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