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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the conjunction of the graphic novel with life
writing using psychoanalytic concepts, primarily Freudian and post
Freudian psychoanalysis, to show how the graphic medium is used
to produce a narrative which reconstructs fio@ction of the
unconscious through languag&he visual language isich in
meanng, with high representational potential which results in a
vivid representation of the unconscious, more or less raw
depiction of the function of the psychoanalytic principlesthis
project | research how life-writing utilises the unique
representadnal features of the medium to uncover dimensions of
the internaiself, the unconscious and the psyche. | use the tools and
principles of psychoanalysis as this has been formed from Freud on
and through the modern era, to propose that the visual langfiage
the graphic medium renders the unconscious more accessible
presenting the unconscious functionalityanuniquelytransparent

way, so that to some extent we can see parts of the process of the
constriction of self identity. The keyexts comprise a sarigpof
internationally published, contemporary autobiographical and
biographical accounts presented in the fafthe graphic novel.

The major criterion for including each of the novels in my thesis is
that they all are, in one way or another, stories @wgng up
stigmatised by a significant trauma, caused by the immediate
familial and/or social environment. Thus they all are examples of
individuals incorporating the trauma in order to overcome it, and all
are narrations of constructing a personal idgnthrough and
because of t his procedure. The
childhood is a (re)construction of their family history and an
emergence of their own sense of the self, as this sense has been
defined in the late modernity.
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PREFACE

On Freud and the Freudians

The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud
translated by James and Alix Strachefyno have beemmembers of the

Bloomsbury Groug(particularly active in the first half of the 2@entury)and

the Psychoanalytic sociefwhichst art ed i n the early 1900:
expand to an international psychoanalytic movement within a couple of
decades)is a work generallacclaimedandis regarded aa quite magnificent
achievement, a work thatintroduced formally and determinegily
psychoanalysis to the world adefinedits future in the western, Anglophone
world. Translations prior to the Strach
insufficient, &casual and at times fearfully inaccuiitso the new translation,

of which Freudand Ernest Jonegereaware proved to b&a momentous event

in the diffusion of psychoanalytic ideas: the set of papers quickly established

itself as the standard text for analysts unlettered in Geéim&ut this

momentous work did not come withiogome flaws. The main problem as
understood by many theorigfsom Bettelheim to Lacan and a number of post
Freudians)was what Zaretsky compendioughgfines asithe drive towards

medicalization:

One casualty wleeryday @angdages use

Freud used the ternhch, Alo, to refer to both psychic

structureand the experience self, thus giving it a double

meaning. St r ac kragfégoelimnatads | at i on o
this duality. Stracheyds preferer
itself a medical bias, deeped the problemiGood

became fiappropriate, fineed became fiexigency, fat

resb becamefin a state of quiescenteAffect-laden,

active, and dynamic constructions gave way to neutral,

passive, and static ones. Freud©@d

! peter GayFreud : A Life for OufTimes(London: J.M. Dent, 1988p. 465.
2 |bid. p. 466.



integral to hs effort to capture the timelessness of the
unconscious, was replaced with the simple past. The
adoption of a standardized glossary underlined Anglo
American dominance over analysis. To this day, the
Strachey translation remains the international standlard.

The above paragraptiescribes the impressioin formed reading Freud in
Englishfor the first time after having experienced readimgst of his work

from a Greek translationand it can constitute the starting point fan
argument abouthe developmendf psychoanalysis in the AngBaxon world.
Furthermore, thd982 monographby Bruno Bettelheim, ok r eud and Manoad.
Soul afierceargument against tigtracheytranslation brings forth even more
considerations on the matter Bet t e$sayasi andrisque of the
standardisation of th8tandard Edition pointing out in illuminating detail all

the aspects of the translation that have created a different understahding
Freud and psychoanalysis, than the one perceived by the German(esatler
consequeiy the one Freud himself was intending}ettelheim starts off
apologetically, trying to prove that his understandighot only the German
language and psychoanalysis, but Freud himself is sufficient to allow him to
pursuethe polemics that are to followbAs a child born into a middielass,
assimilated Jewish family in Vienna, | was raised and educated in an
environment that was in many respects identical with the one that had formed
Freudos h'Hi kogaur is rather sentimental, exasperasedimes
furious possibly with the translators, but maybe merely with the turn of events.
He argues far and long, with strong language and persistence, in an account
that to an English speaker who did not have the exper@heading Freud in
German orin a different translationmay seem overly emotional and without
credit. For me drawing from my experiencéiis account is transparent and
justified, fulfilling his initial goal which was td@correct the mistranslations of
some of the most important psyeanalytic concepts; and to show how deeply

humane a person Freud was, that he was a humanist in the best sense of the

% Eli Zaretsky,Secrets of the Soul : A Social and Cultural History of PsychoanaRsis'.
2004 ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 200p).295.
* Bruno BettelheimFreud and Man's SoN.Y.: Knopf, 1983)p. 3.
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worlda® Bettelheim debatethe supposedly scientific status of psychoanalysis
T or the possibility of @&human scienaethat does not fidw the model of the
natural sciencesHis position on this debate is firmly towards seeing and
presenting~reud asa Humanist.
Bettel hei mbés dhetamslaisdt cobomsmwasubstitut
inexact use of language are all the more damagingstm®ag® is something
that | have had to deal widxtensivelyduring this thesis, and without claiming
that my interlinguistic experiendendsme some higher knowledge, it is true
that frequentlymy understanding of Freud and the understanding opeeys
(tutors and fellow students alikejvas largely conflictive. | now have
reasonable doubts that | would have been able to carry out this thesis in its
current for m, i f the onl yStandardEdtiolmv ai | ab
Incidentally, inthe early 2000s, taking advantage of the prospective
expiration of the copyright of the original translation, Penguin Editions
undertook a new, literary translation of the Freudianonto be presented in
sixteen volumes, under the editorglpervisionof British psychoanalyst and
writer, Adam Phillips. His editorial approach has raised some concern,
considered by many as unorthodéxh i | | i psés point of vi e
seem extreme, draws from the widely slatencerns of the people who see
St r a cfarslgtionsas damagingtothegps hoanal yti ¢ movement

own controversial position ihis:

| think a literary translation will capture some of what has
been lost in Freud: an unconscious and a conscious
ambiguity in the writing, and an intetem sentences, in

the fact that language is@cative as well as informative

Since this announcement, and with the publication of the first Penguin
Freud books there has been criticism, particularly about the fact that there is no
consensus across tpablicationof the so-called fiFreudian termy and each

translator has been allowed to translate standard Freudian vocabulary at will. |

> |bid. p. xi.

® |bid. p. 9.

" Robert S. Boynton, "The Other Freud (the Wild One); New Translation Aims to Free the
Master from His Disciples' Obsessionsliéw York Timesl0 June 2000.
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recognise that this can be a problem, in terms of continuity, but I believe it is
the price we are called to pay inder to have at hanchadition closer to the
original spirit of psychoanalysis (as Bettelheim points diut:the Vienna of
Fr e u d O[presumabityeBettelneim refers to the Vienna of his own time,
coinciding with Freud4qgpsychobgg was had a 1920 s
natural science but a branch of philosophy; it was mainly speculative and
descriptive, and was essentially humanistic in coftent

A Note on the Texis The Penguin Freud Readstates that

[T]he reader of this ne®enguin Freud Readewill find
no housestyle Freud; and unlike those who have the
misfortune to be able to read Freud only in the original,
the reader will find here a more various Freud, less
consistent in idiom and terminology thaneev Freud

himself was able to be

This rather cryptic sentence is commented upon by Michael Wodthef
London Review of Books suchp \Was ablé is a very nice touch. Freud was
doing what he could to be aitilddhad, but
more fortunate reader, who had thepogunity to read Freud in at least three
versionsexcept forthe original, | can atteghat thissupposedlymore literary
approach of the Penguin edition is much closer to the painstakingly trarislated
with attention andpersistence to terminology andetltonsistency of the
Freudian language Greek versionwhich | studied in my early days in
academiathan themore detachedpproach of the Stracheys.

Therefore, throughout this thesis | have consciously made the choice to
avoid using the Strachey trangtat, whenever this was possible (using the
Penguin edition when available as well &sccasionally the Peter Gay,
Vintage editionFreud Reader The Freud of Strachey could not convey the

variety of concepts | have been using, and it could not supporgringty of

8 Bettelheim Freud and Man's Soup. 37.

° Sigmund Freud and Adam Phillipehe Penguin Freud Read@rondon: Penguin, 2005).
XVii

9 Michael Wood, "There Is No Curd,bndon Review of Bool28, no. 13 (2006)Available
from http://www.Irb.co.uk/v28/n13/michalood/thereis-no-cure [Accessed 19 November
2013].



my work. It would have been difficult and awkward for me weork in the
unfamiliar environment o more clinicaFreud who lack$o a large extentis
empathic, warm and humorous qualities. Because | do recognise the
terminology problems thatdccur, | have tried to remain faithful to the classical,
the fistandard vocabulary whenever possible in favour of understanding, but |
do believe that further precision or persisteonethis would not have much to
offer to the specifics oimy work, otherthan restrain it and nail it in a very
narrow field. As Phillips writes, defending his choice to avo@hsistent

terminology:

The avoidance of analysts, | hoped, might mean that the
people involved would not be hung up on what is still
called psychoangtic politics, and would not be overly
mindful of what people within the profession would think
of as the issues, especially of terminology. People within
psychoanalytic groups, unsurprisingly, have a very strong
transference, both negative and positise,to speak, to
Freudds texts; I wanted people w
embroiled, or who were embroiled in other things. And |
wanted them to be people who were used to reading and
interpreting texts, not to just learning and using them as
instruction manual | thought the project would only have

life in it if the editor got pleasure out of'it.

My work here is not medical or clinical, my thesis is a piece of literary
criticism, and as such is allowed the liberty of choosingréseurcesvhich
will better support the ideas | am expressing and the argument | am trying to
construct Of course this does not indicate a sacrifice of the conceptual clarity
and consistency that is essential for an acadessay.

In the course of the thesis, | have been usiegidrr Freudians and pest
Freudians, in an attempt texamine the Unconsciousmind, the creative
process, thenanagement of crippling trauma and thsequentonstruction

of strong identities. My choice of authors and schadkarslated to the specifics

1 Adam Philips, "After Strachey,T.ondon Review of BooR9, no. 19 (2007)Available from
http://www.Irb.co.uk/v29/n19/adasphillips/afterstracheyAccessed 19 November 2013].
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of each of the key texts | am examining, and not to the collaborative or
conflictive relationship these authors had with Freud and with each other. In
terms of psychoanalysis as a treatment, there are a number of different
approaches, which all do matter evhthe therapist has to deal with real
patients. Every method is not appropriate for eyaiient. The conflicts that
have occurred in the psychoanalytic community almost immediately after
Freud took it out to the public domaiaven thoughthey frequenty seem to
have the attributes of a religious war, are to some extent justified by different
analytic experiencesindthe realisation that different patiermised a different
therapeutic approach which is not always this of the orthodox Freudian
analysis All of these approaches however which today compriseekis of
psychoanalysis, arégems of knowledge regarding the functionality of the
human psyche. This is why | chose not to questiomtédicalvalidity of the
different schools | use, but to undensd all of them as parts of tihmportant
knowledge that is psychoanalysis. Despite their enmities, what they cannot
shake off (and their enmities could well lbecauseof this) is the fact that they
all come as a consequenakthe intellectual construicn of Sigmund Freud.
Every time a theory can illuminate a dark corner of the human perception, can
enlighten a bizarre or neexpected behaviour (even if it is an artistic
behaviour) there is a gain for the humanities, an extension of the already
known ard an expansion of the corpus of human knowledge.

When | met Adam Phillips | asked if in his opinion it was worth
pursuing a research project on Freud, besides the objections (almos} gheer
a number of people insisting theteud wasioutdatead, fold-fashioned and
fidead for the acadendiaHe told me the same thing with which he opens his
defenceof the translation of Freud ifhe London Review of Bookaslmost
word for word):drhis is certainly a good time for psychoanalysis: because it is
so widely dscredited, because there is no prestige, or glamour, or money in it,
only those who are really interested wi
are so casually dismissed, a better, more eloquent case needs to be made for the
value of his writing*? In this thesis | have tried to do exactly this, not from the

point of translation, but from the point of research.

12 bid.
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INTRODUCTION

Comics is a medium thanostpeople will probably come across early in their
reading lives.In one form or anotheit seens to belong in our environment
almost naturally, found in newspapers, magazines, books, nowadays
extensively on thénternet, but alsoniadvertisements, on information leaflets,
serving many different purposes from entertainment to informafidreir
serial form is an importanteatureof the medium comics are traditionally
associated with daily papers and weekly or monthly magazinesisdthe
graphic novel, a relatively new genre within the spectrum of comics, even if
presented as a single volume, has its roots in this medium that is characterised
by a tendency to continue, to persist, to return again and again until the story is
complee; or purposefully avoiendingthe story just for the sake of continuity.
This serial formis one of thereasons why comics arefertile medium for
autdbiographicalnarrative When comics are combined with h¥eriting, the
adherence of life to persigtrough the most difficult situations, the obstinacy
of stories to keep being narrated regardless of how painful it may be both for
the narrator and the audiendi@ds its means of expression in a genre that has,
historically, proven the tendency to holirm to its original concepts,
sometimes beyond any expectatidrnvariety of examples can prove this point,
from the newspapers cormitrips that have lasted for up to thirty years or
more, to the superhero genre, with characters like Batman or Superstiag |
since the late 1930s despite much misadventure, even rgfdram their in
storyfideaths.

| first came across comics when | was still too little to read the letters in
the speech balloons, but old enough to understand this was a mediumi could
and later would thoroughly enjoy. | do not have a clear memofythe first
time | opened a comic book, I know however that this must have happened in
my grandmot herds house, where my rather
the three year old me) matelnancle kept a stash of more or less debatéble
certainly less appropriate for my dgeomic books. In the course of the next
fifteen years | spent a lot of time in thsontroversiallibrary, getting

acquainted with the medium, reading of it and intovitching stories come

14



into life in a completely different manner than the prose literature | was reading
at the time and different to the cartoons | was watching as a toddler, child,
teenager and adult. The process of my reading comics has been enriéhed by
secret delightan almost shameful pleasurenany ofthemwere completely
inappropriate for achildi, often terrori many of them were violent and
intense questioningmanyof them were dealing with serious political, ethical
and philosophical issuedifficult if not impossible for a preschool child to
grasp Soon after | learned to read, at the age of six, | claimed my own comics
l 1 brary, becoming a devoted fan of a we
character stories. This weekly deligittmerelya hundred drachmas (a value of
abouttwenty penceoday soon became a weekly anxiety, as this magazine
was beingused for pedagogic purposdsrbiddenas a punishment, used often

as the carrot to make me behave well, and a form of reluctant award lvehen t
week had gone by withoumishaps My readingof comics from a young age
has, | believe, enriched my perception skills of multiunderstandimgytrained

me to distinguish various levels of meaning and multiple layers of expression
At the same time, andame age, | waa voracious prose reader desylte
common misconception thabmicsreadingchildrenare poor prose readelils
always appreciated comics as a unique medium, different to all the others
available in the late 1980s, which offered a diffierkind of pleasure. | never
saw concs as a lazier form of readingr as an easy substitute for literature. |
never particularly enjoyed reading simplified, illustrated versions of classic
books because | was not after an easy reading out of boredoaster fihus

my attachment to comics was something else, a lot more interesting and
flavoursome, thaan easy way out of reading.

Later upon my entrance in university attenad classes related to
comics to have a better viewof the media and communicatiorheories,
semiotics and the narrative potential of comics, which was largely the subject
of my first degree My first serious academiproject with comics was my
Masters dissertation. | presented then a psychoanalytic apptoadeff
S mi tBor $ outlined the theory | am setting forth, regarding the medium.
InGraphic | magery: A Psychoanalyltic App
suggestedhe connection between psychoanalysis and cqniiesing and
analysing the similar it iaadthelfuectionadte n Fr eu
of the comics medium.

15



Boneis a fantasy graphic novel, large, imaginative, rich in graphic
stimuli and particularly rich in dreams and drebke phenomena. My
argument was that the comics medium is functioning in a way simildreto t
dreamwork as described ifihe Interpretation of Dreamisy Freud. This was
not very hard to establish, as particular examples proved, and | believe the
association between comics and psychoanalysis was valid. During this research
project | discussed aspts of visual narrative, and particularly the visual
grammar that defines the medium, as well as symbolism and aspects of
representation. state in the conclusion:

While the suggestions and findings of this dissertation

were written vBoielmn mhe inhfour Smit hos
analysis, | believe that the findings herein offer a glimpse

of the space and potential for widening this analytical

framework and associating the conflation of studying the
comics medium wi ThHe Inerpretsgigne t o Fr eu
of Dreans in a wider sense. Perhaps by applying the

practice of psychoanalytic literary analysis to comics, we

have also intimated towards a literary and discursive depth

often overlooked in what is perhaps, both the oldest and

youngest, the simplest and most cdempof artistic and

creative medium&®

This new project has its roois this early work on the visuaWWhat | am now
talking about ighe complexity of the visual imagas a means of construction
and demonstrains ofaspects of identityMy material isdifferent toBone for

the purpose of this analysis am using avariety of contemporary
autobiographical graphic novels. A¥one was idealidue to its form and
contenf to discuss the dreaming, autobiographitedts are usefulto the
discussion of ideitty formation since they contaim personal element which

can help us find the first traces of the personal investment of the artist into their
work. | believe that thesuggestions made imis thesisare applicableto the

comics medium in general, howevelis much easier tocatethemin books

BEvita Lykou, "I magery: A Psychoanalytic Approa
York, 2009).Unpublished MA dissertation, p. 63.
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that talkiregardless of the pragmaticabout the procedure of building up an
identity, while trying to overcome major traumahich is frequently aefining
turning point for the construction of a personal idtgniThe process of dealing
with T let alone narratirigthe past is by and of itself an act of constructlon.
the process of activeljisualising this narratiothrough the functionality of the
medium,the construction gets more complex and enriched mihe material

than would be possible in other narrative medium

The narrative potential of comics as a medium (its miscellane®isnes
heterogeneity, textuadisual composition) allows the artist to explore the
narrative spectrum, to make useaWariey of perception tools and wander
through existing genres, mixing theemriching them, recreating thei@omics

may use fiction or refer to nefictional events and people, they can be
dramatic and they can be funny, they function like every major narrative
medium, while being distinctively differentn this project | have focused on
autobiograpical graphic novels, becausbis subgenre provides aprolific

field to find and attest to the elements of the unconscious every author (every
artist) employs in aler to build avork of art and create something using their
own intellect 71 would say fisoub, though in a non religious wayand
experiences, their perception of the world as the raw material. In autobiography
the plasticity of memories (which & thesame timean inflexibility bonding

the person who remembers matter how inaccuratelyo one perception of

an evelb), their unconscious or conscious interpretations are decisive for the

end resuli that is the comic book.

There is a plethora of works thoose from, in the search for graphic
life writing. Literary biographies, memoirs, autobiographies, fictional
biographies and autobiographighe medium is rich in examples. | have
chosen to study nefictional biographies antelevantexamplesof life writing;
however fictional biographies are interesting and useful in that the findings of
this research are directly applicaltle fictional biographies (structure, the
composition of the page and the narrative manner of the story) and from there
on to the comics medium in general. The style, the rhythm and the character of
each book is different, even when sometimes it is written by the same author.
Different psychological highlights result in different interpretations and a

different artistic outcome.
17



The dark, infernal atmosphere d®faus is different to the factual

narration ofPersepolis Epileptidds pai nf ul and agonising

compared wittBlankeb s f r equent | y rFuncHomeandAre v e n
You My Mother?two books by the same auththe differences are significant.
| will study these books in detail in the chapters to follow, however | would

liketointoduce my subject with a briEtdl r ef er e

&Emest a biography of the auvuatsdtcanchands par e nt

memoir about their loving marriage). The book is shorter than the others
mentioned above, and still it spans five decades and important historical

changes within its hundred pages.
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PLATE I.1: Ethel & Ernest, pp. 3435

The story starts wén Ethel a devoted housemaidotices and gets
noticedby the young milkman, in 1928. The pace of the story is fast, it almost
leaves yolbreathlessand the narration is overly complex, comprising not only

text and illustration but also changing accordiaghe structure of the content.
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The everpresent newspapeaead byErnestgives the pace, reminding the
reader that this is not only a story about a married couple, but a story of how
the country and the world changed, at the time: socially, politically,
economically and technologically. Yétis is presented through the prism of
the daily life of the couple.

I n Briggb6s book arekwoves intotheychasaoters; thee mo r y
narration junps from politics to private magrs, withinthe page, telling ot
only the story of two people, but the story of a generation and dRlata 1.1)
The book is written in memory of the two parents, but probablyl@sause of
the memory that defined them and made them who they have been for their

son.

What difference does it make that this book is written in the comics
form rather than as a prose memoifle medium is important, because
expressive tools of each medium differ and produce a different aesthetic result.
Comics give the author the liberty to create ¢haracteristic pace of the book,
and introduce all these important historical elements in sughited space.
Everything is concentrated; the narration is very dense, as much as it is quick.
One single panalancontainso much graphic and literary inforation thatn a
large scale narratiomanbe accomplished within a hundred pages. ,Tdisng
with the intensity and the palpable heat of the illustrat@aims an intense
emotional response from the readBthel & Ernestis a unique story of a
unique couple in a common historical context, narrated in a unique way,
juggling severalstories and keeping them in the air. The ability tocblalers
of narration onto the page without a parenthesis to explain yourself or give
away yourdevicesis a charactestic of the medium. The way every drawn
figure, every panel, every page are bound togethegratedinto one
narration encloses not only the narrative intentions of the author, but

something of his very own self.
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CHAPTER ONE

Constructions in Psychoanalysis; Why Autobiography?

i. Versions of Self

Psychoanalysis is a practise based on the function of language. It is both the
process of reading into the story of the patient and the very action of narrating
the storyitself, dependhg on the corgnt andat the same timéhe structure of

the narration. The engagement of psychoanalysis with language ibrataser

to literature and literary criticism inasmuch as, according to Elizabeth Wright,
diterary theory is really a theory about how all laage works and is itself
subject to the laws of language: to investigate literature is always in one way or
another, to investigate langu#dé Language however is not merely a tool, a
linguistic code that enables communication, it is as well a meansapingh
identity; Stephen Mitchelliescribegesearch shoivg that language is working

as a medium to organise the idea of the self and to shape identity:

Studies of bilingual patients suggest that, especially when
one language is learned at a developmgntater point
than an original language, the different languages reflect
very different organisations of self. A person feels different
when speaking and thinking in the language learned in early
childhood; there are enormous differences in nuance,
affective tone, and often access to memories coded and filed

in one rather than the other language.

Ergo, managing and indexing memory is one of the functions of language, a
function connecting it with psychoanalysis. In psychoanalytic terms, memory
is a comstructed structure, board on whichthe person is going to shape the

reminiscences that constitute their life history, as if they were putting together

14 Elizabeth WrightSpeaking Desires Can Be Dangerous : The Poetics of the Unconscious
(Malden, Mass.: Polity Press, 2000).2.

15 Stephen A. MitchellHope and Dread in Psychoanalygiéew York,: Basic Books, 1993).

p. 105.

20



the pieces of g@uzzle where they have the freedom to combine any piece at
will and come up with theiown desired result. The use of language defines the
final outcome. The visual language in comics presupposes that the narrated life
story is going to differ from the same story narrated in prose, poetry,
cinematography or pantomime; or any other narratieeium.

Moving a step forward, it is thought that psychoanalysis deals not so
much with individual patients but with their life stories and, at the same time,
with the variety of the forms the narration of those stories can take. The
individual, either uder the guidance of a psychoanalyst, or simply by actively
living their everyday lives, constructdife story through language; a story that
is affected by external factors and in return affects the external reality. From a
psychoanalytic perspective, weeuld say that the very uttering of the story is
part of the process of constructing it. The unconscious is revealed when
pronounced (either verbally, during the psychoanalytic session, visually via the
dreamwork, with the pictorial material of the dreaan, virtually through
parapraxes, the Freudian lapses that occur in everyday life), thus its existence
literally depends on utterance. Elliot notes how according to Freud, the
unconsciougcannot be known directly. It is only discernible through its esfect
i through the distortions it inflicts on consciousrig§sf we consider art as an
effect of the unconscious (or even a symptom of psychopathologg)ould
say that thework of art is one way into the unconscious traces and
mani f est at i areality. ®dforeat s enanidestedntineainconscious is
not nonexistent; it is vague, elusive, intangible; a notion similar to that of God
or the weather. Speaking it out loud brings the unconscious into the spotlight;
narrating oneodcrdation.e story is an act

At ti mes, and for different reaso
past, present and potential, can turn out to be horribly distorted, traumatic for
the narrator, depriving them of theeango control their reality. In these cases,
psychoanalysis can play a crucial role ininéroducing the story so that it
becomes at first bearable and then functional for the patient. Adam Phillips

claims that

16 Anthony Elliott, Social Theory and Psychoanalysis in Transition : Self and Society from
Freud to KristevgOxford, UK ; Cambridge, USA: Blackwg1992).p. 21
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[Pleople have traditionally come to psychoanalytic
conversation because the story they tling themselves
about their lives has stopped, or become painful, or both.
The aim of the analysis is to restore the loose éadsl

the looser beginningsto the story. But if the story is
fixed 1 if the patient ends up speaking psychoanailysie

mud assume that something has been lost in translation.
Psychoanalysis is essentially a transitional language, one
possible bridge to a more personal, less compliant idiom.

Thus, psychoanalysis undertakes the introduction of different or
differentiated foms of narration, picking up on the painful or frustrating
elements of the story that have been blocking the flow.

dPsychoanalysis is a stoiyand a way of saying storiegshat makes
some people feel bettgf according to Phillips. Whether inside the framf
psychoanalytic treatment or not, the life story is being constantly elaborated
reconstructed as new material is added. In the course of life the story must be
sustained and preserved for the individual to be able to hold onto it, since the
story is cfined by them but also defining theo add to the confusion,
usually the story must be repeated. Every repetition of every part of the life
story demands a new narration; every new narration being a new construction,
is altering the story, altering tHeame, but also reinforcing the belief that the
story is objective, providing the necessary certitude (the safe ground). In
psychoanalytic terms, the authenticity of the story and the certainty of the
patient are not that important. As Phillips statéi®e psychoanalytic question
becomes not is that true? but What in your personal history disposes you to
believe that@™ It is not a matter of truth or lie, but a matter of understanding,
of unconscious operation and predisposition to a specific directainigh
fulfilled only on the utterance of the storyhus the creation of the direction

that did not exist before the spoken words.

17 Adam Phillips, On Kissing, Tkiing and Being Bored: Psychoanalytic Essays on the
Unexamined Life, paperback ed. (London, etc.,: Faber, 1994k.

18 |bid. p. xvii.

9 bid. p. 120
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Since every story must be told in a linguistic systbaththe structure
of the narration and the content of the storyleelel back by the restrictions of
the system or even determined by them. Elizabeth Wright remarks how
d anguage alters that to which it refer
but at viabilities, one after another. If there wareab truths, languaggould
cancel itself out, since if it were to match the world there would be no point in
speakin@®® The potential of each phrase offers countless opportunities for
interpretation. The phrasing, the selection of the vocabulary, the tone of voice,
the volune even, all are altering factors; factors that never identically recur,
thus leaving the space open for the constant reconstruction of even the simplest
part of the story. In an example on the concept of monogamy, Phillips
demonstrates how the need of thaividual to keep exclusivityn the narration
of themselve$ since it is not possible to eliminate tiienauthorised versions
of the story, the opinion of third partiesesults in a social construction that

according to some opposes the very natut@albgical species:

We work hard to keep certain versions of ourselves in other
peopleds minds; and, of cour se,
of their minds. And yet everyone we meet invents us,
whether we like it or not. Indeed nothing convinces us more
of the existence of other people, of just how different they
are from us, than what they can make of what we say to
them. Our stories often become unrecognizable as they go
from mouth to mouth. Being misrepresented is simply being
presented with a versior ourselved an inventioii that we
cannot agree with. But we are daunted by other people
making us up, by the number of people we seem to be. We
become frantic trying to keep the number down, trying to
keep the true story of who we really are in circulatidhis,
perhaps more than anything else, drives us into the arms of
our one special partner. Monogamy is a way of getting the

versions of ourselves down to a minimum. And, of course, a

20 ElizabethWright, Speaking Desires Can Be Dangerous : The Poetics of the Uncongrious
62.
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way of convincing ourselves that some versions are truer

than others that some are specid.

The idea of the sel§ very much a subject concerning modern psychology. The
guestion of selidentity is fundamental in modernity, which, as Anthony Elliot
describes, is constantly triggering the question of identBelfhood and
personal identity become increasingly precarious in conditions of modernity, as
the individual loses all sense of cultural anchorage as well as inner reference
point$*? The sense of personal identity is par excellence related to the
psychoanalytic sty, identity is structured arounthe storyand because of, it

and the more fragmented and conflicted the storythis, more fragmented

becomes also thdea of the self. Stephen Frosh notes:that

The self, as summary and integration of personal besng, i
not a fixed entity: it is constructed out of the bits and
pieces of experience and is in dialectic relationship with
social organisation. It is full of conflict, particularly

between what idesired and what is encounteféd

This conflict is transferm to the acts of art of the modern intellectual
an artruled by a latent violence, a force to complicate and confuse the matter
further by demanding to be interpreted as much as it resists any interpretation.
As we shall see later in this work, the graphimedium for autobiography
speaks this convoluted language. laimediumgoverned by this forceful need
to express while concealing. But whathe self? Whatever is hiding under the
husk of our frail human bodies is open to interpretation, becauaaribt exist
if it is not interpreted and spoken out loud.

Froshdescribeghe dynamics of the self:

At its simplest, the self can be thought of as a

psychological structure that contains within it the various

2L Adam Phillips,Monogamy(New York: Vintage Books, 1996p. 7

22 Anthony Elliott, Subject to Ourselves : Social Theory, Psychoanalysis, and Postmodernity
(Cambridge, Mass.: Polity Press, 1998)9.

23 Stephen FrosHdentity Crisis: Modernity, Psychoanalysis and the @dfsingstoke, etc.,:
Macmillan, 1991)p. 31.
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processes of mental life; it is implicit this idea that there

Is something organised, stable and central about the self,

that selfhood comprises a core element of each

i ndividual 6s personality and s ul
addition, the self has an importantly ambiguous status: it

is both an olgct of knowledge and contemplation and an

experiencing subject. | look out at the world from the

vantage point of my self; I know what I am through

examination of the attributes of that s&If.

This self, who operates in a given society, is the speakisgwell as the
narratedil 0 in autobiography. The self is in the case of autobiography both the
observer and the observed, a combination of object and subject at the same
time. And even more, this self is a biological and an intellectual being, it is
soma ad psyche.

Autobiographicalnarration is a narration of the psyche over this soma.
The Greek psychoanalyst Cornelius Castoriadighe State of the Subject
Todaydiscusseshis difficulty of having to deal both with flesh and sowlth
only language ashe access point; an access point that can fail you at any

moment:

Psychoanalysis always encounters a flesh and blood human
being who speakkand who speaks not language in general
but in each case a quite particular langiiaggo has or
does not have grofession, a family situation, ideas,
behaviours, orientations and disorientations. In short, we are
always faced with a human reality in which social reality
(the social dimension of reality) covers almost all of the
psychical reality. And, inafirstees e, t he O0subject b
itself as this strange totality, a totality that is not one and is
one at the same time, a paradoxical compound of a
biological body, a social being (a sociatlgfined

individual) a more or less consciodgersom and, finally,

24 |bid. p. 2.
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an unconscious psyche (a psychical reality and a psychical
apparatus), the whole being supremely heterogeneous in

makeup and yet definitely indissociable in charaCter.

This fiparticular languagewhich defines each flesh and blood human being is
the keyto analysis, but it also is the moving force behind works of art, it is the
building material of the artistic product. In each form of artfilamguage of

the artisb is supported by a different linguistic system, with its own codes and
expressional normsrendering it unique and demanding an interpretive

apparatushat will make it accessible to a more general audience.

ii. Reality and boundaries

Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela introduced in
1972 their structural descriptiorsf living organisms as being defined by
autopoiesis. In their theorythe biological beingis considered to be an
autopoietic machine, viz. a network of nerve cells that according to their
structure have preordained the perception of the world with anlyuage as a
portal and communicative ta8l According to the two scientists, the nervous
system is structurally closed; tendingd®atea world more thativing within
it.”” In order for the system to remain autonomous it has to keep all exterior
distradgions to a status of minimum influence, so that external factors will not
disturb the vital balance that defines the system. Thus the biological system
survives by relying on its own productivity in order to survive, consuming the
by-products of its own agstence, ideally keeping away from any source of
distraction.

Speaking from a psychoanalytic perspective, Castoriadis suggests that
this is a psychological fact as much as it is biological, suggestingitiet
living being exists in and througtiosure In a sense, the living being is a

closed ballWe do not enter into the living beia@ He finds similarities with

%5 CorneliusCastoriadis, "The State of the Subject Tod@y&sis Eleve@4, no. 5 (1989). 9.
26 Humberto D. Maturana and Francisco J. Vargéla, oy 3 Uy 6 ¢dd @31 @
Conocimiento)fAthens: Katoptro, 1992pp. 11-20, 240.

" |bid. p. 12

28 Castoriadis, "The State of the Subject Todap."16.

dd (EI

26



psychoanalysis, in the sense that during therapy, but in every other relationship
as well,done does not enter into someone as one pleasesgaes not even

enter in at all. All interpretationor a period of silendeis heard by someone.

That someone hears it: s/he has his/her own predisposed listening apparatus,
just as the cell has its own predisposed perceptual/metabolic appa&@&tuses
Cag oriadisbdés point of view is not far
theories in a later textthey introduceus to the notion of théobserveo,
stressing that no one is allowedftoget the fact thafthe observer explains the
observe@® a riddle emphasisingthe fact that every expression of human
intellect is evaluated by an observer, another human being, and is decisively
assessed by t he iaccatchéhat WMaturamasandh\arald accept k
to apply to their own assessment.

Summarising, Mturana and Varela have said that human beings (just
like every other biological being) are closed systemwkich as far as is
possible keep external influences away, forming and experiencing their own
reality defined by language, by their idiolect. Indebthturana stresses that:
ave human beings happen in language, and we happen in language as the kind
of living systems we aréWe have no way to refer to ourselves ordo
anything else outside the language. Even to refer to ourselves as non
languaging etities we must be in languagkdeed, the operation of reference
exists only in language and to be outside languagéolisus as observers,
nonsensicél*® The human being acts within the boundaries of language
(regardless of the definition of language)prks inside, along with or against
language, but can never completely overcome it. One cannot wamite
autobiography without using language, but this language can be any language,
not necessarily the spoken or written language, a vianguagei a different
codé can be used for the communicatidor, the externalisation of the internal
real ity. Language is a bridge between

Glways necessarily also a code [...]. Language always includes and institutes a

29 |bid. pp. 17.

%0 Humberto R. Maturana and Francisco J. Varlgppoiesis and Cognition : The Realization
of the Living Boston Studig in the Philosophy of Science (Dordrecht, Holland ; Boston: D.
Reidel Pub. Co., 1980p. 39.

31 Humberto R. Maturana, "Reality: The Search for Objectivity or the Quest for a Compelling
Argument,"The Irish Journal of Psycholo@®(1988).p. 43.
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univocal or iegntitary dimension. It exists only by instituting an identitary
dimension and by instituting itself within this dimensidh

I n this context |l would sdGgthe st t ha

patient and only the patient who has the ansif&iis an accurate observation,
and aprinciple that psychoanalysis often tto distort and circumvent. The

psychoanal yst is there to provide a wa\y

that has been blocked by frustration and trauma, but the psychoanalgst is
supposed to provide definite answers for the patient; the psychoanalyst has no
authority to narrate the story of the patient. The-saifation has to be formed

by the person themselves, something that Castoriadis sees as self
transformationtAnalysis does not simply put into operation the faculties of the
individual, does not actualise a potential which was already presewoty it
actualises a potential of the second degree, a capacity of a capacity*to be
The responsibility towards the patieis to make them realise their own
capacity to be, to make them speak beyondthe obstacle and overcome it
through active speech, what Castoriadis calfpracticepoetic activity, that

is an activity of creating through acting, of externalising ackéd source of
energy and using it in a therapeutic way against the trauma.

The nature of trauma is such that it attacks the saridtiy essence
indeedof the individual 6s closed system.
been framing themselves.eating their personal narration as the boundary, the
cell nucleus that enlaces and protects the DNA of the eukaryotic cells. The
strength and quality of boundaries differs for each individual, but intrinsically
such boundaries must exist. Leigh Gilmoreeashss thatihe knowing subject
works with dissonant material, marked by trauma, and organizes them into a
form of knowledgé® The frame is built according to the understanding of
each person of their world, an understanding dictated retrospectivelyeby th
knowledge they have obtained while working the trauma through. However,

sometimes either because the perdah not have the time to complete the

32 Cornelus CastoriadisThe Imaginary Institution of Socie@ambridge, UK: Polity Press,
1987).p. 238.

%3 D. W. Winnicott,Playing and Realit>. W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality (London ; New
York: Routledge, 1989). 87.

34 Cornelius Castoriadi€rossroads in the Labyrih (Brighton, Sussex: Harvester Press,
1984).P.13.

% Leigh Gilmore, "LimitCa®s: Trauma, SelRepresentation, and the Jurisdictions of
Identity," Biography24, no. 1 (2001)p. 134.
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building of the frame, or because the external reality is violently penetrating,
the exterior world invadethe closed system, causing severe trauma and an

added sense of instability. According to Winnicott:

[T]lrauma implies that the baby has experienced a break in

|l ifeds continuity, so that pri mi-t
organised to defend against a repetitio o f ount hinkabl e
anxietyo or a return of the acut
belongs to disintegration of nas
Madness here simply means a bregkof whatever may

exist at the time of a peysal continuity of existenc®

Thus the indnt immediately strives to close the gap, raise higher walls and
repair the inner balance so that the system can be functional again.

However, thefact of being traumatised cannot be erased or reversed.
The scar remains, it becomes part of the systeropéine frame defining the
future of the organism. The extent of the trauma and the capacity of the
organismi the organism here as a psychological entdgfine the progress of
the healing process. As the organism strives to balance the internal aquilibr
the internal conflict can be manifestéd a variety of symptoms. Dominic
LaCapra, in his History and Memory after Auschwitzays: @uring the
occurrence of traumatic events, the imagination may at times provide
momentary release or an avenue of eschpt after the event the imagination
may be overwhelmed by hallucinations, fldsicks and other traumatic
residues that resist the potentially healing role of memarka®’ In such
cases the severity of the trauma, the extent of the penetration tofrétign
agent in the closed system is such that the traditional mechanisms of auto
healing (imagination, memory) cannot act effectively. In fact the very opposite
occurs,being so affected by the event they are now malfunctioning, inducing
further trauma ad keeping the organism in a state of permanent instability.

LaCapra continues:

% Winnicott, Playing and Realityp. 97.
3" Dominick LaCapraHistory and Memory after Auschwitithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1998). 181.
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[I]f memory threatens to become inaccessible, subject to
continual doubt, or constituted as an equivocal object of
desire, the danger is that imaginatiodeprived of the
sugenance and the safeguards that memory prdvides
will, if it does not atrophy, alternate between melancholic

repetition and superficial manic agitatith.

In a lengthy essay entitledhe Ignored Lesson of Anne Frank
Bettelheim discusses the reactiongted majority of Jewish population to the
outbreak of Nazism In his opinion most of them succumbed to the death
instinct and did not even try to resist the fate that was assigned to them.
Referring to the few Jewish activists and awéizis who participad in

resistancé and survived he claims that:

[T]hese people realised that when a world goes to pieces
and inhumanity reigns supreme, man cannot go on living
his private life as he was wont to do, and would like to do;
he cannot, as the loving head ofaaily, keep the family
living together peacefully, undisturbed by the surrounding
world; nor can he continue to take pride in his profession
or possessions, when either will deprive him of his
humanity, if not also of his life. In such time one must
radically reevaluate all of what one has done, believed in,
and stood for in order to know how to act. In short, one
has to take a stand on the new realiéyfirm stand, not

one of retirement into an even more private watld.

This passagecompared bothwit hi st or i c al data and ever
admissions in the same essagems sentimentakishful thinking, onthe part

of Bettelheim, who isnimselfa Holocaust survivorAdmonitions aside though,

the fact is that the majority of the populationdenthe effect of severe shock,

behaved as Bettelheim describes earlier in his essay, trying to sustain their

3 |bid. p. 182.
39 Bruno BettelheimSurviving, and Other Essaykst ed. ed(New York: Knopf, 1979)p.
257.
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integrity (personal and familiar), retreating into a private world, where they
could attempt to rebuild the broken frame, raise their walls ardyfoheir
boundaries; all in vain, since the external forces were far too violent and
persistent to allow such a retreat.

In this process the action of autobiograjlag an exercise in reviving
the past works as a wistiulfilling mechanism: There mayindeed be a
misplaced nostalgia here, which further strengthens the tenacity of the fantasy:
the lost object never existed; we only imagined it exist@shd most
importantly, wecontinueto imagine it exists, despite simultaneously knowing
that it does nd} according to Spicef? According to Elliot, the sense of the
self must in this circumstance be strengthergphdividuals develop a sense
of the selfdesignedto handle simultaneously the stunning opportunities and
destructive terrors of the late modeagé’" Assailed by major trauma, all
structural mechanisms work to one aim; to create a prior situation where the
lost objectTand possibly objective existed and thrived, informing thus
anything that is to follow the sequence of its loss, becominghttsgg and as
such blurring the boundaries between autobiography and fiction; actually

introducing fiction ino life itself.

lii. Autobiography: Theorising the Self

Autobiography is a category of IHeriting, produced by a subjec¢io and
referring toan objectfio, both of which are resident within the same broader
identity. Smith and Watson, in their study of the autobiographical genre make a
distinction between four discernibf@os that comprise this autobiographical

Al o. These ar e :storicahilo, the maratihgd |, thernarratedi | ©
and the ideologicafi 1.*00bserved with these distinctions, autobiography is a
synthesis, of different aspects of the same entity. The histdiidale a

corporeal being that exists independently of thieliographical text, and may

“0 Jakki Spicer, "The Author Is Dealdong Live the Author: Autobiography and the Fantasy of
the Individual,"Critisism47, no. 3 (2005)p. 394

“L Elliott, Subject to Ourselves : Social Theory, Psychoanalysis, and Postmoderaidy

“2 Sidonie Smith and Julia WatsdReading Autobiography : A Guide for Interpreting Life
Narratives(Minneapolis ; London: University of Minnesota Press, 200159
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alsodiffer notably from thei | péesented in the autobiographical account. The
difference lies mainly to the fact that other, external observers can have a clear
and firm personal opiniorabout it, independent of its own wisheand
aspirations; the historicdl | i® exposed in the world. The socill i® an
iImaginative entity which refers to the so@altural context that produces and
frames the ideal of th@ I. 0 | t is stildl subject to
and opinons, but it has more self control, in the sense that it has more liberty to
create and present itself. Timarratingfi | i® located at the present of the
writing time, an overarching perspective that gives the narrator the opportunity
to perceive the paself as an imaginary whole, but from a distance that is often
distorting. It is manipulating and has the liberty to reconstruct personal history
at will, according to its own wishes, longings, regrets and instructions. The
narrat ed 01 0onstrsctett & the willostlse;narratiigl. Nisola ¢
King, speaking about this narrated | argues that the authors of
autobiographiesreconstruct their lives according to the interpretations they
have now placed upon them, whilst attempting to maintaniliifsion of their
earlier ignorance as to the outcome of ev@ftdhus, the narrated | i9 a

form of the self that has been reinterpreted, theorised withbémefit of
retrospective knowledge; nonetheless presented as the innocent, clueless
original who was once wandering on the terra incognita that now has been
mapped. As Marcus Moseley observ@e coexistence of the child self with

the adult, adult self with child [in autobiography], gives rise to a J&aued

view of personalitg**

The narratingi |, foom its superior position in the present takes up the
narration of a different selithe past self of whom it is definitely a
continuation but cannot be simply equated with. Memory used as construction
material forces the past into the presentnnastempt to unify two situations
that cannot be equafihe manner in which memory collapses the given
external distinctions between past and present is itself of great significance, but

at the same time raises the more general question of the way im thbipast

*3Nicola King, Memory, Narrative, |deity: Remembering the Selicola King, Memory,
Narrative, Identity : Remembering thelfs Tendencies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2000)p. 22

4 Marcus Moskey, "Jewish Autobiography: The Elusive Subjeditie Jewish Quarterly
Reviewd5, no. 1 (2005)pp. 28-29.
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inhabits the preseat® Thus the past becomes present, bringing into the present
all that was meant to be past, creating a complicated composite inside which
the pasts current and its effectare constant (which is not very different from
theprocess of the analysis).

The making of the flife spac® that has been pursued with the aid of
memory is an energetic procedure duringich the past is broken down,
interpreted, reevaluated, and reconstructasla personal truth which is as firm
and cowlusive for the narrating | ad existence itselAccording to Smith and

Watson:

[Rlemembering involves a reinterpretation of the past in
the present. The process is not a passive one of mere
retrieval from a memory bank. Rather, the remembering
subjectactively creates the meaning of the past in the act
of remembering. [...] That is we inevitably form fragments
of memory into complex constructions tHa¢come the

stories of our liveé®

Memory isthus a majorquestionfor autobiography. Memory is the
construction material for the author/narrator. Even if their research extends to
documents, photographs and testimonies from others, everything will be
filtered through the prism of the memory of the writifigl. ®he research
material will be used to fillrn gaps in the personal memory, to explain
recollections, to support opinions; will be merged into the powerful memory
and consumed within it; and will finally be presented as biased as anything
else. Even if the information received by external, objecsearces is
contradictory to greviouslyheld (through the function of memory) belief or
certainty, the information will be used to set off a conflict that willall
likelihood be consumed within rememberjngdapted to fit & interpretation
convenient dr the EgoThis is not to say that the narratifigl i9lying, for this
is not a question of truth or lying, but a question of perception. Autobiography
is not hstoly, thus there is n@wommitment to a factual truth because an

autobiography is not a nati@n of facts. Itis a narration about understanding

“5 Bill Schwarz, "Not Even Past yet'History Workshop Journaho. 57 (2004)p. 103
“6 Smith and WatsorReading Autobiography : A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratiyesl6
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even about explaining, evaluating the facts and the impact these facts had in the
life and the development of an individual. Jakki Spicer, setting forth the
characteristics of autobiography notdsideed, one element of the perceived
difference between autobiographies and fiction is slutbbiographies provide
a kind of proximity, of access, to others and their most intimate truths; it is as if
the reader trulknowsthe author in a deeply intimate wamostbecomeshe
author, incorporating his experie@® It is his experienceand not his truthit
Is his story and he hascertailn i berty to construct it at
have when he was actually living it.

In that respectruth is nd adecisivefactor; Spicer suggests tha text
that calls itself autobiographical, in turn, suggests that it might presintea
(even of not always accurate) represen
languagei also by its very structurealso alvays contains the possibility of
lyingd*® Since biography existdas psychoanalysis existsonly within
language, it is constantly informed by the restrictions and particularities of the
medium. Languag is frequently not a sufficienmedium to express ttiu as
truth is experienced, and autobiographitaind psychoanalytic language
d o npéotlaim factual truth but truth experienced. As Linda Williams has it,
referring to the Freudian notion of the primal scediee child sees or hears
something, but the aterial is itself only gradually inserted into a narrative or a
coherent picture as it is actively reworked in memibayreinterpretation and
reinscription of the scene, taking place over time in the development of the
subject®® Thus the primal scene iowstructed along the way and may not
even refer to an actual incident, but has been reworked and recreated as a
distorted memory. However its impact is as strong as if it had been an
undisputable truth, thust ibecomesan undisputable truth in a mode of
understandingin which & good deal of what w&emembebd never in fact
entered our consciousn&sSFor that reason the objective, factual truth is not

relevant to autobiography. Or, as Smith and Watson pdutiobiographical

“" Spicer, "The Author Is Dead, Long Live the Author: Autobiography and the Fantasy of the
Individual." p. 396

“8 |bid. p. 387

“9 Quoted in Nicol&King, Memory, Narrative, Identity : Remembering the $ell8

0 Michael Sheringhanfrench Autobiography : Devices and Desires : Rousseau to Perec
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).297
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truth is a different mattert is an intersubjective exchange between narrator
and reader aimed at producing a shared understanding of the meaning’bf life
Autobiography is not history; its potency does not lie in the recital of
more or less interesting events. Each autobiographydifferent experience of
theorising the self. It is a process which memory createthe narratedio
which forgesthe identity of the narrating | irda text that becomes the material
manifestation of a life past. The only seal for the existencestwbagraphy,
according to Spicer, i€he personal entity that stands behind the name of the
author ia name that coincides with that of the central character of the
autobiographiy is the guarantee of autobiograpiiyautobiograph§®? Michael
Sheringhanswggests thata memory is a memento: a memorial to remind us
for the futuré of what is no longer; a material substitute in place of what is
absend®® This materiality is expresseid the text of the autobiography as a
document that is bound to survive thassage of timedn saving experience
from the ravages of time and in overcoming the discontinuity of past and
present, memory turns anterior into interior and converts time into (inner)
spac@>* Through the process of the autobiography the interigaissterred in
the exterior, invokedastext and brought forth into the world. Furthermore,
Freud in his essay dRemembering, Repeating and Working Throolgberves
how in the course dheanalysisdihe patient does noemembeanything at all
of what hehas forgotten and repressed, but rates it out He reproduces it
not as a memory, but as an actionyéeeatsit, without of course being aware
of the fact he is repeatingdf® That suggests thafiacting it oud is a
mechanism employed by the unscus to deal witka traumatic reality. At
the same time, according to Philliga/e should remember that writing is itself
an action, and that genre is itself a form of repetition that easily obscures its
own history, the conflicts it was born out ofethroblems which made it feel
like a solutio@>® Writing can be thus perceived as a substifatehe neurotic

compulsion, a way in which the experienced traiiarad so experienced triith

*1 Smith aml WatsonReading Autobiography : A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratiyesl3

®2 Spicer, "The Author Is Dead, Long Live the Author: Autobiography and the Fantasy of the

Individual." p. 391

*3 SheringhamFrench Autobiography : Buvices and Desires : Rousseau to Pepe313

> |bid. p. 289

“Sigmund Freud, ARemembering, FrRwpnelRhlipsh g and Wor
The Penguin Fred Readerp. 394.

%6 Adam Phillips, "ClosdJps," History Workshop Journdi7(2004) p. 142.

35



IS brought into being in an attempt to deal with it by understgndina
construction of the past into and for the present used as a mefdcipain,
frustration and loss. The remembrance of the life lived is constructed along the
way of narrating the autobiography, according to JerBmner.

[A] life is created orconstructed by the act of
autobiography. It is a way of constructing experieineed

of reconstructing and reconstructing it until our breath or
our pen fails us. Construal and reconstrual are interpretive.
Like all forms of interpretation, how we constroer lives

IS subject to our intentions, to the interpretive
conversations available to us, and to the meanings
imposed upon us by the wss of our culture and

language’’

This is not to say that a new personalityy a new persdnhas been
created via th process of autobiography. It is more to say that the
narrator/author has by the completion of an autobiography created a
methodology ia theory about interpreting (and through interpretation,
understanding) their life. Michael Payne notes tfiaere ison this first
interactive level of theory a fundamental affirmation that theory is how we
critically see things, how we make productive mistakes, and how those
recognized errors enable us to see ourselves and each othé’betrelling
through languag and its restrictionspy reincarnating the past and its
impossibility, Spicer tellsus d@utobiography is impossibland exists. The
desire for autobiography, the fantasy of autobiography, can withstand its
impossibility; 1 would suggest that inecessaly withstands its own
impossibility Tits task, like the fetish, is to protect one against loss or
absencé® An autobiography is not a boothough of course it can be a book

asmuch as anything elsa)or merely a narration, but it is a method of building

*JeromeBr uner, AThe A uetsosbBolmegRollenik, The €lltureaf o ¢
Autobiography : Constructions of S&epresentationirvine Studies in the Humanities
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998)38.

*8 Michael Payne, "What Difference Has Theory Made? From Freud to Adam Phillips,"
College Literature32, no. 2 (2005)p. 1.

%9 Spicer, "The Author Is Dead, Long Live the Author: Autobiography and the Fantasy of the
Individual." p. 392
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the past and situating oneds siedtf wit hi
the facts, but the reasons.

In this case if we consider comics to be the language ardrifimg to
be the genre, the books | am going to talk about in the following efsaate a
corpus of personal narrations which construct a sense of personal identity. This
construction provides a sense of saihtrol, butat the same time allows
unconsciousenergiesto be released into the work, to reinforce the narrating
will of the unconscious, to let it express its pain and grievance (to deal with the
traumg. The analysis and interpretation of these works is interesting, not

merely forthe results concerned, but also in terms of structure and expression.
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CHAPTER TWO

Maus: Managing the Transgenerational Trauma

To talk aboutMausis to talk about a generation of people trying to deal with
events they did not experience and a trauma they themselves did not suffer, but
which have shapedand stigmatised theivery existence from the moment of
their birth In this chapter | am going to discu$® construction of selfientity
under the pressure tie transgenerational traunwcurring from the parental
experience of the Holocaust and how this trausnareseted via the graphic
medium. In addition, Maus allows for a discussiof the strategic use of
photography in contradib, but also in an open dialogweth the graphic
mediummanifestingboth the power ofhe photographiemage and the power
of the graphianedium to (re)construd life story At the same time itlearly
juxtaposesthe differences between the two media and their different
functionalities in terms of presentation and interpretafidresetwo powerful
means of representation are ugedlausin orderto create a strong antithesis
which echoes the testimony of the Holocaust survivor and the psychological
strain ofbelonging tathe second generatiar survivors

Comics is an intrinsically narrative medium, a means to transform the
pictorial element from a static representation to a fluent recitation of events.
Unlike the photographethe creatoof the comiccan include or omit elements
as they consider necessary for the continuity of their plot. They can point out
what is most important aretase any confusing addition. A photograph is what
it is (despite the retouching and modifying technology), a comics panel is what
you make it be During the narration in théorm of the graphic medium, the
idea of the self is elevated, acquiring a sotigfiss as identity. Since comics

autobiographies

[R]ely on the sequential repetition of this self image: the
cartoonist must draw multiples of her himself to create
continuity over a series of frames. Each discrete image
substitutes for the one bef it [...]. What this means,

ultimately, is that there are literally hundreds of selves
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drawn by the cartoonist assembling a sequential life
narrative. [...]. A single frame may contain multiple
selves, just as, over the sequence of frames, that self may
mutate. The cartoonist, unlike the prose writer, works in a
medium the very syntax of which demands that the subject
always be split anftequently be multipl&°

The fiselfo is drawn and relrawn, multiplying and mutating, dominating the
work, evolving ad changing.The author isin a word,constructingthe story
of the life of the narrative object

In the case of the Holocausihe persistence in the narration is essential
in terms of the postvar management of the event for the survivors. Dori Laub
staes: dr'he survivors did not only need to survive so that they could tell their
story; they also needed to tell their story in order to survive. There is, in each
survivor, an i mperative need to tell a
unimpeded by ghostisom the past against which one has to protect oneself.
One has to know oneds buried td&uth in
Hence the narration & precondition for survival, even retrospectively. But it
i's not just t he fouaedtradwhiochrcanpoebe angtleing L au b 6
but a constructed truth, constructed throughfandhe narration isntended to
bear a therapeutic effect. Indeed, Shoshana Felman note®iieatloes not
have to possess or own the truth, in order to effectivedr witness to it; that
speech as such is unwittingly testimonial; and that the speaking subject
constantly bears witness to a truth that nonetheless continues to escape him, a
truth that is, essentially not available to its own speiikdn summation ts
fiburied trutld is essential for the survivor to keep finding meaning in their
lives (which is essential for them in order to continadive), but since it is
alsofinot availableé it has to be constructed in order to serve this purpose. The
constructim occurs through communication in the form of narration, when the
experience is implausibly delineated and codified, iptat words andbffered

to the next generation as it is carried further by the recording nt@dcaated

%0 Candida Rifkind, "Drawn from Mmory: Comics Artists and Intergenerational
Auto/Biography,"Canadian Review of American Studsss no. 3 (2008)p. 403.

®1 Shoshana Felan and Dori LaubTestimony : Crises of Witnessing in Literature,
Psychoanalysis, and HistofiNew York: Routledge, 1991p. 78.

%2 |bid. p. 15.
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that @mics have aunique capady for complexity, weseehow the medium
can be used to produce an artistically and psychologically fruitful result.

Survivord accounts btheHolocaust vary, depending on the experience
of each individual. Some people went through the hell of the otrat®n
camp. Some managed to remain alive by hiding in bunkers and &itiess
procureda nonrJewish identity andpretending to be somebody eldwed
under the constant threat ekposure. A few went underground and fought
with their national restance movements, at times only to be betrayed by their
anti-Semiic comrades (a common case in Poland for exampls.variety of
individual cases is partly a souroét he s ur v sywmdromélsitialig,u i | t
the survivor feels guilty becausbey managd to live when others did not,
sometimes by working against their fellow sufferers, their survival instinct
prevailing over their loyaltiesThis can trigger feelings of being ineligible to
understand ot her ptbey remanéds alivéewhea othea t a ; S i
people did not survivéhey arenot eligible to claim thathey haveknown the
same pain. Similarly, there can be a feeling that since other people have
suffered more severe privations (e.g. being captive in a concentration camp
rather than livingin hiding, living in hidirg rather than going to exile, e}
they are not entitled to revealtheir own trauma; or even bear one.
Consequentlhyshe cannot confronher trauma and come to terms withiior
even find a more effective way of coping with thecause the very admission
of having the trauma evokes more traumatic feelings of guilt and self
accusation. Thus the process of mourning cannot take place and the trauma
cannot be worked through.

In psychological terms however, the actual conditions wittiich the
trauma occurred are indifferent. In his stumfyHolocaust victims Aaron Hass
asks the following simple questiotBut how does one measure fe&t?0n
what scale can we weigh the fear of the concentration camp prisoner against
the fear of thepartisan; or the fear of someone living in a bunker, dependent on
the goodintentions or generosity of other people, in a time when every trust
given is a terrible risk? And how can one measure the fear occurring through
the gradual exposure of the enoymitf the menace? The realisation that the

t hreat is tangibl e, and that oneds exi ¢

63 Aaron HassThe Aftermath: Living with the Holocau&ambridge,: Cambridge U.P., 1996).
p. 9.
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cannot be without consequence. Hass remaAsan act of selpreservation,

we can feel only so much sadness, so much revulsideeth the emotionally
numb survivor has been described and reported by many investijatohe
extremity of the circumstances and the acuteness of the internal pressure have
permanent implications for the victim. Bettelheim, himself a Holocaust victim,
finds thatd he psychol ogi cal cause of chil
subjective feelingof living permanently in an extreme situatiéiof being

totally helpless in the face of mortal threats, at the mercy of insensitive powers
motivated only by thie own incomprehensible whims, and of being deprived

of any intimate, positive, neeshtisfying personal relationshi® thus
stressing how the state of helplessness (which is both a source and a
consequence of fear) is a decisive factor permanent trama and has

psychological consequences, regardless of the circumst&nces.

In Maus t he narrati on of t he fat her

narrationof the conditions of the interview. Vladek is a Polish Jew who, after
surviving Auschwitz moved with hiswife Anja, a survivor herself, to the
United States where they had one son, Artie (Artie is their second child, as
their firstborn, Richiel died during the war). Vladek is presented in the novel
as atypical survivor; he iscold, distant, moody, disturbdxy the memories he
cannot shakeff. By interviewing his father
into a graphic novel, Art Spiegelman attempts to comprehend hisnbverited
trauma, which he has been carrying throughout hislhféhis way the account

of the survivor is paired with the perception of the second generdtiisnin

this respect quite differentwork from Ethel and Ernesmentionedin the

dho

introductionearlier Mausi s t he biography of the auth

the story of an eréand a most turbulent one), just likghel and ErnestBut in

Maust he i nvol vement o M0 i$ rhoee pramirelt andd@&s nar r

serving a more complex purpose. Briggs does appear in his book but in his case

it is a cameo appearance. He is tHezeause he is part of the story, as the son

% |bid. p. 62.
%5 Bettelheim, Surviving, and Other Essgys117.

®Bettel heimbs work is from the 1970s, and moder

causes to present, but the assumption of a shuttered personality, bnalee the force of

external superimpositions remains. Regardless o

his position is interesting and important precisely because it is coming from a man who carries
the past of a Holocaust victim, and his thetimal approach cannot but have been informed by
his own traumatic experience.
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of the two people he is writing about. Because of this necessary appearance his
own fears and regrets come into the work, but the book is primarily a
biography of his parents. Spiegelman writes himself into tbey.slt is not
only the circumstances of his birthat have been troubling hirh€ isindeed
the product of a historical massacre, and he has been carrying this reality for
his entire lifg. In Maus he does not just appear because he happens to be
Vladekan d A n j ,anéiead he & the brutal force that demands and makes
the narration happen.
In the opening scene of the book Artie asks his father to share his
Auschwitz testimony, to which Vladek respond$t would take many books,
my life, and no onevants anyway to hear such stofi&sNonethelesghe
fatheris easilypersuadedo start the tale from the years of his youth, before the
war. As the plot unfolds, the watory of the father is interrupted by the
narration of the sorconcerningthe circunstances and difficulties of the
interview. By this means the author outlire the mechanics of fear. The
episodes the father narrates are, for the most part, in chronological order,
presenting his relationship witd@h anoth
mother, Anja. Twenty five pages into the story the father tieéissonthat he
doesndét want hi m t o wrdas eothinghte dosvthor y of
Hitler, with the Holocaus@i®® Interestingly his request is ignorethgugh
mentioned in the book)rhe story is told anyway and the narration continues
with the first time Vladek met his wito-be, their courtship, their wedding,
the birth of their first child and some small famlil@ises.At the same time the
first signs of antiSemitism and Nazm slowly intrude. As the intentions of the
Nazis become clearer the Jews in the story seem unable to perceive the
magnitude of the threat. The invasion of Poland, the restrictions on Jewish
activitiesi social and professioriglthe pogroms, the ghettos] gie signs of
the imminent peril are there, batenot read correctlyor in time. During the
novel these clues are beingaramined in hindsight, illuminated by the light
of history, and VIadekds | ife story is
This constant grdation of the situation, along with the frequent breaks
caused by the narration of the son, manifélse mechanism of fear. If the

f at her 6wasgwenovihout the intermezzo episodes of the present, the

67 Art SpiegelmanThe Complete Maud.ondon: Penguin Books, 2003). 14.
68 [14;
Ibid. p. 25.
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story would be equally horrendous, because historical truth is horrendous,

but it would lack the forcef cultivated fear thagmpowers it now. As Marcus
Moseley writesiSince memory reaches back toward the self as a child, but the
act of memory occurs within the self as adult, an irresoldstgoral dilemma

lies at the heart of the autobiographical enterprise. In face of this dilemma,
autobiographical discourse evinces a marked tendency to collapse into the
presend® The past is connected to and informed by the present, and the act of
autobigraphy would be pointless without a reference point in the present. In
Mausthe present reference point is prominent. Ergo, on one level the narration
of the son works aa blank space, where the readavaitsthe next step into

t he f at her Ggng tntedorprgcessthé infbrraatiom received so far
Step by step Vladek and Anja, and along with them six million European Jews
walk to their destruction, deprived of their basic humanity and reduced to mere
organic matter in the eyes of their tormestdwho are not alien, foreign
invaders,but, friends and neighbours, employers and employees, people of the
everyday); step by stdfausreveals this inexorable march towards death.

Mausis generally acclaimed as a graphic novel about the Holocaust,
howeer it is also a book talking about its legacy, the second generation of
survivors and the internalisation of the trauma for those born after the Second
World War, an eventwhich was already history. Despite objectionthat
comics are a medium oriented émtertainment, inappropriate to deal with a
matter of such gravity as the Holocdustremainsa fact thatMausis a highly
praised graphic novel, which has attracted many awards, including a Pulitzer
Price Special Award in 1992.

Yet the debateemains and it is usually posed as an ethical question
the depiction of th victimised Jews as mice and of the @& catscaughtin
anendlessbestialchaseSpi egel mands dteemiinshiswayist o port
controversial, and it has been received in ogposays On the one hand
brilliant metaphor to underline the brutality of the Nazi regime against the
Jewish populationOn the other handy blasphemous, desensitising invention
de-humanizing the protagonistand obscuringhe fact that the Holocaustas

a crime committed by man against man.

%9 Moseley, "Jewish Autobiography: The Elusive Subjept.29.
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Spiegelmat satmouse metaphor, does not introduce something novel
in the Holocaust discourséde reworksa theme usedy the Third Reich
propaganda against tidewish perd. The epigraph in the opening of theok
guotes Adolf Hitler:The Jews are undoubtedly a race, but they are not
humarg’® a statement whichelpedprepare the German natiom dehumanise
the Jews as a precursor to the planned genocide. In hiscdttelyresentations
of the enemy, Sam Keanrites: As a rule, human beings do not Kkill other
human beings. Before we enter into warfare or genocide, we firgthdetize
[ si c] t h o s e elimirate0h] esaggestirig othat fthe argument that
Spiegel mands met aphor i BeadtualpmplgemoAsr i at e
importantasit is to know that the Holocaust was a crime committed by man
against man, it is equally important to comprehend that those who committed
the crime believeas a result of vigorous propagarttiat they had been called
to exterminate a source of pestilence. As Zygmunt Bauman st@egsgorical
murder is meant to deprive the appointed human target of theiri ngsalso,
and a prioiii to expropriate them from their humanity, of which the right to
subjectivity, to sekguided action is an indispensable, indeed a constitutive,
ingredien6”Accor dingl vy, Spi eg éremendirg shatihet ap h ot
is possible for man to consider another man as inhuman, with the most terrible
outcome. Using the flexibility provided byehgraphic medium, Spiegelman
suggests that not only can a people be thought of and treated as vermin, but it is
just as easy (if not easier) for another people to be turned into a predator, a
beast with no mercy, regsatr morals.

The idea of presentindews as mice is older than Nazism and the

Holocaust:

In a scale of dehumanisation, we drop from the midpoint of
the subhuman barbarian to the nonhuman, from the savage
to the animal. Afrunning dog of capitalis;y a fiNazi

swing, a fJap rab, a ACommie beao, are clearly

9 SpiegelmanThe Complete Maug. 10.

"t Sam KeenFaces of the Enemy : Reflections of the Hostile Imaging8an Francisco ;

London: Harper and Row, 1988). 25.

?Zygmunt Bauman, fACategorical Mur dRait or: How t
Lentin, RePresenting the Shoah for the Tweftiyst Century(New York: Berghahn Books,

2004).p. 26.
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dangerous, irrational animals, capable of cunning, whom we
are morally justified in killing without mercy. The lower
down in the animal phyla the images descended, the greater
sanction is given to the soldier to become a mere
exterminato of pests. The antemitic propaganda that
reduced the Jew to mouse or rat was an integral part of the
creation of the extermination camps. [...]. The Jew was
reduced toficarg®d by being shipped in cattle cars, &
contaminated pest that should be exieated by poison
gasses originally designed as pesticitfes.

This type of propagandearevocably marks both victim and victimiser in a way
that has been masterly expressedrnestly but discretelyin the graphic
medium inMaus The flexibility in represntation provided by the nature of the
medium allows for the author/artist to present auypetof history where
propagandas presentedakedly and involves both sides; the representation of

the German Nazis as cats shows what

The use of bestial images seems initially to be one of the
better ways of dehumanizing an enemy because it allows
soldiers to kill without incurring guilt. But the problem is
that it allows the warriebecomeexterminator little sense

of dignity or pridein his skill in battle. There is little
emotional purgation gained from the slaughter of such an
enemyi no heroic sparring with a worthy opponent, no
cosmic drama of a battle against enemies of God, no
wrestling with barbarian giants. Only an escalating

brutality and insesitivity to suffering and deatff

In Maus the story occues two timelines, the present of the action of the
narration and the past of the narrated story; in the first it is the autobiographical
story of the so+father relationship angh the second the biographical account

of the father. However, the@nimal metaphor is maintainegcross both

3 Keen,Faces othe Enemy : Reflections of the Hostile Imaginatjgm 60-61.
" |bid. pp. 61-62.
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dimensionsand is not reserved for the references to the war and the Nazi
regime. The author himself is represented as a mouse, underlying theafact

the traumahas been inherited.

The narratopinrpoi nts this feeling while ref
Ddonbdt get me wWr ong. I wasnot obsessed
sometimes | 06d fantasise Zykl onterBl coming

know this is insane, but somehow | wish | had been in Auschwitz with my
parents so | could really know what the
of guilt about having had an easier life than theyaid he novelis a worldin
which a mouse mmains a mouse even years after the cats have stopped chasing
it, and gives birth only to new mice, themselves potential,grnagg in fear
and burdened with guilt.
As mentioned already, VlIadekos narra
asayoung textilemerchanthe meets his wif¢o-be. Past the period of flirting,
he marries the fragile and sensitive Anja whéier giving birth to their first
child, develops poshatal depressionand needs to be hospitalised in an
expensive sanatorium in Czechoslovakiathe beginning of 1938. Durirtge
train journeyto the sanatorium, Vladek sees the swastika for the first Tilme.
graphic representation of this first encounter with the symbol of all the
suffering to follow is worthy of the significance of the evehhe incident
occupiesa double page spread. On the first page two square panels are
followed by a large strip wherein the swastika is revedfdte 2.1) The
smaller panels are drawn as if the camera shoots from an external point through
the window andinto the train coach where Vladek, Anja aather Jewish
characters are travelling. Thus the first impression of them witnessing the
Nazis misappropriated symbol is read on their faces, shocked;eyde as
they press against the window, point out and &OOK!a’® In the large,
dominating panel, the camera is located inside the coach, behind the
protagonistsé backs and towards the win
swastika, narratively after the protagonists. However, since the flag is drawn
exacty on the centre of the page and dominates the visual field of the reader,
the fact is that the reader will have seen the flag even before the protagonists

have. The flag is doubifsamed, in the strip itself and in the upper part of the

’5 SpiegelmanThe Complete Maug. 176.
"% |bid. p. 34.
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t rainos deryngdtlewignifiaamce of the moment, the event and the

symbolic power emerging from it.
On the second page a fellow passenger tells the story of his cousin, who

Il

= [EVERYBODY- EVERY JEW FROM THE TRAIN -
GOT VERY EXUTEP AND FRIGHTENED:

=]
iQ

N1 IT WAS THE BEGNNING OF
193%~BEFORE THE WAR~

HANGING HAGH IN THE
TOWN 1T WAS A

=]

HERE WAS THE FIRST TIME |}
1 SAW, LT MY OWN EYES,
SWASTIKA .
=

T™HE
\— ,,‘i’g-.e.?‘j; It
7 L2,

PLATE 2.1: The Complete Mausp. 34

lives in Germany:

He had to sell his business to a German and run out from
the country without even the money. It was very hard
there for the Jewsterrible! Another febw told us of a

relative in Brandenberthe police came to his house and
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no one heard again from hirft. was many, many such
stories, Jews beaten with no reason, whole towns pushing

out all Jews each story worse than the ofher.

This introduction to thelewish ordeal in Germany is illustrated in four strips
showing respectively the Gestapo patrolling outside a Jewish shop, the Gestapo
ridiculing Jews by forcing them to parade while holding placards bearing the
inscription @Al 6m a behting up la goupleeofvsniffering he Ge
mice and finally, a picturesque little town, peaceful and serene, with houses in

a row and with no people on the streets; only a sign across the town entrance
writing: AThis town is Jew FHpseheo. I n
background has been occupied by the Nazi flag. A total black background,
without margins but the bright circle, where the swastika is inscribed, to mark

the space. In the last square, the picture of the peaceful town, the bright circle

is locatedexactly where a rising sun should be, marking the uprising of Nazism

with a bloodcurdling effect.

The following couple of pages deal
recovery in the beautiful secluded sanatorium; making the previous incident
even more shiking; since it is segregated from its sequence, a horrible
instance in between moments of ordinary family life. Nonetheless the die has
been cast, even if its effects are not going to be obvious for a few more pages.

In the last panel of the flagevealirg sequence it is obvious that the importance

of the incident is understood by the train passengers, though naturally not in its
entirety. One passenger says fdALetds hop
of power! o. His fell owhaptasslkeangedom&tpl st
None of the characters can at this time imagine what is to f¢Rdate 2.2)

So far we spoke about the controversydMauss s publ i cati on,
the sensitive nature of its subject, and aggravated by the zoomorphic
representation of the heroes that categorises the characters at a glance; Jews
drawn as mice; Germans drawn as cats; Poles drawn as pigs; French drawn as
frogs; and Americans drawn as dogs. The effect of this representation is that
early in the book the persdrtane of the novel is set and the emotional impact

is not merely a subjedh the content of the stoit he sur vi vidoutés narr

" |bid. p. 35.
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it is due to the visual narrative, the element thatiacritical to the medium of

comics.
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PLATE 2.2 The Complete Mas, p. 35

This norm breaks down on special occasions ohhe first of these
occasions appears in Volume I, with the inset presentation of an earlier story of
the authorPrisoner on the Hell Planet: A Case Histpwhere the characters
are anthropomorpty, drawn in the manner dEdvard Munch nightmarish,
dark and intense. In the opening panel of this story a real photograph of the
author and his mother has been attached, thus creating a peculiar air of

truthfulness; a disarming sensation for the reader.
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The first volume is dedicated to Anja, thieotoof whom comes at this point as

a shock. Anja is the elusive subject, the lost object that cannot be refrieved
suicide note left, her diaries burned by Vladek, her account never recorded, and
neverto be so. Thetracesof her are her pictures and her memory, projected by
her son onto the page. Anja lives again in the pagésetfPlanet and dies

again and again because regardless of the smiling picture at the beginning of
the short story, she is alwagead at the end of it. Susan Sontag sé8:
photographs are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in
anot her personds (or thing&ghatismby t al ity
the photograph serves as the only document of heteegs, not as a Jewish
mouse, but as a woman, someone wholdeenand created life and affected
history in the years she lived.

Comics is a complex medium, comgng both textial and visual
elements which constitute @mpoundnarrative with its own @culiar visual
grammar Distinctively, mmicscancontain successive tirreferences within a
single frame; and thus create the illusion of motion within an otherwise static
medium. Indeedtemporalityis critical in defining and understanding carsi
Thisis an idea more easily explained if we consider speech balloons, wherein a
whole conversation can take place within one panel; a condition that requires
multiple timepoint references. That is, maybe, the main difference between a
comi cs 6 p amogdph. @ne ¢ghotagraphhreptesents strictly one point
in time, a single instant that is immortalised but not articulated. The photograph
has value as a memento of the instant, but it is only valid as long assthare
interpreter (someone who has beensprg in this particular scene, or is
otherwise involved with the place or characters); it is a fragment of time, a
segmental proof for the existence of the shot, but it contains no narration,
except by causal implication. A photographit is to have moe than aesthetic
valug is something that has to be explained by somebody who was present in
the real life scene, since the shot provides no narrative connections . As Danett
and Spence point ouJseful as this may be as an initial step, it cannot be
emrhasised enough that a photograph used alone can only reveal surface

information, and that additionally, text can drastically change such apparent

8 Susan Sontag)n Photographylst Anchor Books edNew York: Anchor Books, 1990p.
15.
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meanin@’® The meaning of a photograptepend on the attached material,

whether this is text or a spoken texiny.

The second occasion on which the zoomorphic paradigm is dropped is
metatextual, at the beginning of Volume II; it occurs before the narration
begins, in the inscription (the book i:
and his two very young ahe time, and very living children) where another
photograph is presented. This is the photograph of Richieu; the little brother
who was poisoned by his aunt to avoid ending up in the gas chambers. The
ghostbrother who was dead before Artie was born; gfeture of whom has
always been hanging in the parentsdé bed

been lost: family, fortune, homeland, sense of security and joy.

FOR RICHIEU

PLATE 2.3 The Complete Mausp. 165

Assuming that anyone who comes to Volume Il hasalibeough Volume | (a
fairly safe assumption since only the omnibus edition has been published since

1996), the reader is already aware of Richieu and of his fate. The characters

“Terry Danett and Jo Spencer ,0 fdwbrdoBuscgnbaphy, | de
and Richard CollinsRepresentation and Photography : A Screen Education Reader
(Houndsmills: Palgrave, 2001).
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with which the reader has been acquainted do carry the metaphor of their
pernification as mice, the weight of the realisation that they have been dealt
with as vermin and have been exterminated ashuwwnan; however, this
graphic representation of the metaph@ansposeshe story and the characters
into a quasifictional univerg. The dehumanisation the Nazis attempted to
achieve against the Jewish population is a m#jeme inMaus For that
reason thgresence@ f Ri chi euds photogra(Phatei s s ho«
2.3). Not only do these characters, who so far have bestet almost as a
fictional construction, acquire a human status, but they acquire a face as well. It
is not anymore the idea @Richiew that we experience throughout the book.
This is a real boy, who was born, who lived and played and cried, veabadi
cruel death abouwhich we have learneduringour reading. Gabriele Schwab
suggeststhad n Art 6s | i fe, this photograph ma
despite his overpowering presence, could never becealeBy contrast, in
Art 6s ¢ omi eugdins a telativeR inighbridegree of reality than the
other characters who, when compared to a real photographic representation,
remain after all cartood& In the confrontation between photograph and
cartoon, the cartoon, by its inheretistraction seems to losehowever, there
is no such antagonism, the photograph is charged with its significance by being
referenced within the illustrated world Bfaus

In the meantime, it is clear that Artie feels and acts as a replacement
child, created in ordentfill in the gap left by somebody he never came to
know, substantially supposedo fill an emptiness, a nothia§" In her
autobiographical account, Nadine Fresco talks about the experience of

belongingto the second generation after the Holocaust:

Born after the war, sometimes to replace a child who died
in the war, the Jews | am speaking of here feel their
existence as a sort of exile, not from a place in the present
or future, but from a time, now gone forever, which would

have been that of identitiself2?

8 Gabriele Schwab, "Replacement Children: The Trandegerational Transmission of Traumatic
Loss,"American Imag®6, no. 3 (2009). 282.

8 |bid. p. 284.

82 Nadine Fresco, "Nadine Fresco: Remembering the Unkndwterhational Journal/Review

of Psychoanalysi41(1984), http://www.amev.org/textes/Fresco84a/body.html 5.

52



Implied here, as well as Maus is that the second generation suffers a lack of
orientation, not only havets representativedeen deprived of a sense of
identity, but they have no means of creating one, since all the creative power
has been lasorbed by the force of the parental trauma. These people are not
who they are supposed to be (life has rendered this impossible) because they
were created to replace somebody else, an immense burden for anyone to carry.
Furthermoreit is an impossible &k because they are asked to take the place

of children who died so young, before they even had the chance to become
someone. The new children are thus competing not only with the dead sibling,
but with the unfulfilled potential of this dead siblings wiced bya critical
parental voicé a voice in grieving, which makes it impossible to ignore.

The mousecat metaphoiis consistenthroughout the bogkwith two
exceptions, the inlaid comic short stor
we saw beforewritten more than ten years befdviauswas published; and
early in the second volume of the novel; a scenehichwe see the narrator
approaching a breakdown of his own. The second Volunvaokbegins with
the arrival of Ar t The mosle op ther narratiors follows Au s c h
the patterns set i n the first vol ume;
painstakingly extracting his fatheros
book, however, is quite distindh terms of graphical representatiomhe

chapter, entitled ATime FliesoO opens wi

Vladeck died of congestive heart failure on August 18,
1982¢é¢é Fran-o0oise and | stayed witt
back in August 1979. Vladeck started working as a tinman
inAuschwt z i n the spring of 1944¢ | !
this page at the very end of February 1987. In May 1987

Fran-oise and | are expecting a b
1944, and May 24 1944 over 100,000 Hungarian Jews
were gassed in Auschwit&é in Sept

years of work, the first part dflauswas published. It was

a critical and commercial success. At least fifteen foreign
editions are coming out. |l 6ve go
turn my book into a TV special or
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In May 1968 my mdter killed herself (she left no note).
Lately 1 6ve be&®n feeling depresse

It is not only the monologué factual, plain and flatwhich underlines the
turbulent mental state of the author (which he admits to at the enig of
recitationanyway. It is the graphical representatiaf the factthat there

has been a break in the continuity between the previous and the current
chapter. In the first panel, the narrator is drawn-sideand one can spot

the difference immediatelyVhile in all the previous pts of the book all

the characters have a human body and an animal head, which forms a
zoomorphicbut discreteentity, in this opening panel we can see the back
of a human head, wearing a large mouse mask, tied behind his head with a

piece of stringPlate2.4).

Time £lies..-
Viadek died off congestive heart iadek STarted working af a tinman
£ailure on Avgudt 1g, 1982.... n uschwilz in the spring of 1944,
frangoise and with him | lavted working on this page at

\
in the Catskills w’\tﬁ Rugust 979,

the very end of Febrvary 18§47,

>
In 1987 Francoise and A { \n Sagtember 1986,26ker 8 years of wo
Ry iy gistom J|( e Srsones o ooy eshed

Belean May 16, Rut, and May 24,1944, | \ It was & critical and commerdial success.
wiey 100,000 Wangarian Jews were gassed /

SN
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Z
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At least §ifteen foreign editions are coming ovt. Ive gotten 4 serious )7 a
offers toturn my book inlo a TV. special or “movie. (1 den't wanna.)

\ 1968 ther ki
Rersalk (shelietina note) )2

Lately I've been
fealing depressed.

PLATE 2.4 The Complete Mausp. 201

8 SpiegelmanThe Complete Maug. 201
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There are four small panels and a final large one that occupies half the
page.Through the sequendde focus zoosiout. First we only see the
masked face and a couple of flies buzzing around. Then faceaaddaihd
more flies. Then the artist beaver his desk and finally theurprise the
graphic artish slesk standing on top of a pile of corpses; all famished,
anguished, and truly mideeaded. In the pages to follow it becomes
obvious that the pairingofihs f at her 6 s deat h, with the
has become a source of desolation for the author.

A speech balloon from an effanel character speaks the final line
of the sequence®A | r i ght Mr Spiegel madmThe. Wedr e
proposals for comnneial exploitation of the success of the first volume are
one more blow for the authorarrator who cannot cope with the
informationthat has been revealed to hifeelingsthat this information
has evokedand the course of this situatiomfter the publicaon of his
novel The person hidden out of the edge of the panel makes a blunt
comment, the choice of verfto shoobd clearly refers to some sort of
photography or filming (this is verified upon the turning of the page) but
still it cannot be read withoumnplying a reference to the fate of so many of
t he Nazi 6s vi c tatthesucce3shsexplbitatior accordingi s t h
to Erin McGlothlin:

[B]ased on their suffering and death. His aesthetic project

and its commercial success are predicated orréuena,

loss, and destruction of others, and this figures him as a
co-operator, one who is able to constitute himself by

anni hilating others. Il n a sense,
he reproduces the death of the victims at the same time; he

revives then only to have them murdered once more, with

him in the directord&s chair, stag

The combination of the drawn pile of corpses with the faceless

announcement about the shooting constructs a new layer regarding the

8 Erin McGilothlin, "No Time Like the Present: Narrative and Time in Art Spiegelman's
"Maus"," Narrative 11, no. 2 (2003)p. 189.
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narrator/author himselfe stands atop a hill formed by dead bodies while
wearing a mouse mask, not as one of them, never one of them, neither a
survivor nor a victim but an impostor, an appropriator who uses his
ancestral legacy to accomplish this success. In a twisted way he ha
climbed to success stepping over the dead bodies of his own people.

In the next page Artie is being interviewed by several members of
the press with some praising him, others confronting him and still more
blaming him for reminding the world of old histes that do not belong to
modernity. He has no real answers to give to those people who are hiding
behind masks themselves, stepping on the dead corpses as well, without
obvious awareness of the fact; they kepwding him until he starts
shrinking, tuning to a scared child who cries for his mottstil] wearing
his mouse mask. The mask must be interpreted, since this is the only
passage where it occurs in the whole novel. It can be seen as a means of
cheating, hiding and deluding. ¢enbe a benefio& deviceas well as a
befooling trick. The bearer of the mask can be either a fugitive from an
immense dooni like his parents when they try to escape the ghetto
wearing the mask of pigs, viz. dressed as Padeshe deceitful instrument
of an impostor.tiseems likely that the image which the narrator retains for
himself is the latter, underlying an existent condition amongst the children
of survivors who feel that they can never identify themselves in the course
of history: they never suffered the actuadrror thattheir parents went
through, yet they grew up in an environment where the trauma was
transferred to thensolely the traumayithout any ofthe credit. According

to Gabrielle Schwab:

They are haunted by a death or even millions of deaths
that they did not directly experience. The experience of
death comes to them secondhand, so to speak, through its
impact on the parents. It comes in the form of moods or

emotions, taking on many shapes, including grief or
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anxiety, hypervigilance or numbness, maional

unavailability or uncontrolled rag@.

Artie, under the pressure of thacces®f the book, the death of his
father and the pregnancy of his wife experiences most eé traotions,
which are graphically represented by him shrinking to the iz child,
before he takes off to visit Pavel, his psychotherapist and a Holocaust
survivor himself. He climbs dowfrom his desk and walks amongst the
decaying corpses to get away. Their session is a conversation about what it
meansto beasurvivor,wha it i s to carry the survivec
guilt has been transferred to the néxininvolved generation. Artie
retains his childike form and his mouse mask throughout the session.

This parenthetical situation ends when the meuasked nartar
starts playing the recordings of his conversations with his father. When the
fatherasvictim is revived and his presence forcing the narration forward is
re-established, even through the technical medium of the tape recorder, the
visual narrative retuns to its previous means of representation. The re
establishment of the father as the sovereign of the narration abolishes the
need for the mask. The crisis that the death of the father created initially is
shelved through the resumption of the narratioih the story. This
parenthesis however, introduces a third point in the timeline of the story
which initially had been the past of the narration of the father and the
present of the narration of tleeo n . The son now @acquires
namely the preent of the recorded tape and the présdter the death of
the father, creating thus a third diegetic level, as according to Erin
Mc Gl ot hl i n: 0t he movement bet ween di eog
absorption of the father ®eghthevaryma i nt o
agency of narrative® Afterhttee ermlcof thsof story
intermission the narration returns to this time point only in the last page of
the book which comprisesiree rows of panels with a closing drawing on

the bottom. The tw top rows are the last part of the narration of the father,

8 Schwab, "Replacement Children: The Trandegerational Transmission of TraumatiqLoss."
286.

8 McGilothlin, "No Time Like the Present: Narrative and Time in Art Spiegelman's "Maus"."
184.

57



in which he is reunited with his wife at the end of the war. The last two

panels in the last row are a return to the intermediate present. Artie sits by

his fatherodés deat obhegd wilhdh ¢ dhrecsleu dveos disi «
from talking, Richieu, an®dThéelashs enougt
drawing is of the tomb of Vladek and Anjastatemenbf the lateri and

eternal present, and is the laistageof the book as wellPlate 2.5) Right

bebre his end, Artieds father has replac
his | ast words, VI adek confirms what h a
mi nd, t hat ORi chieu i S aligned with Ar

common experiences, leaving [him] fiynht the bottom of the family
o r d® Anéd with that, his whole family rejoins in the realm of the dead,
living him once again a permanent outsider.

A couple of pages before the end of the novel, we come across the
last photographic intervention. The rerdke presented with a photograph
of Vladek wearing the apparel of the concentration camp, which serves to
trigger the same emotional reaction as the picture of Richieu has
previously, the realisation that the story refers to actual human beings and
not to fictional morphemes of only artistic significand®nce again, the
use of the photograph within the graphic novel offersaupause, a
momentary halt in the plot. Photography, being a different medium, works
here as a visual shock, serving the purposeopisng all development to
introduce a cold chill in the narration, the psychological impact of the
understanding that on this panel there is no moving forward, no
progression. 0The subject is dead, but
exposure is alwaysalinted by the past, by remembrance, by a work of

mour nfl ngo.

87 SpiegelmanThe Complete Maug. 296.

8 victoria A. Elmwood, ""Happy, Happy Ever After": The Transformation of Trauma between

the Generations in Art Spiegelmaisus: A Survivor's Talé Biography27, no. 4 (Fall

2004).p. 703.

8¥MaryAnnDoane, fAReal Time: Instantanddaing and the |
Lowry and David Greerttillness and Time : Photography and the Moving Im@geghton:

Photoworks, 2006).
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PLATE 2.5 The Complete Mausp. 296

Art Spiegelman admits to the importance of this particular

photograph for his work:

The photo that | needed to have most specificaltythe

book | evertalk aboutfl need to have that pho
gotta find that photd was the one that Vladek had as a

fisouvenio of his time in the camps. | knew how important

this was to the entire project, and | knew that placing it

was important. It had to come sonteve after other

things had happened in the book. By the time one nears

that point in the narrative, one already has a very clear

picture of who VIadek 1 s, even th
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to what he looks like. And what became so interesting to

me was thghotoi the thing that gives you thébbjective

correlativdét el | s you so insanely Ilittle
posed phot o, a f tdenninga dogtumé a c t t hat
version of his uniform... [...] So to be left with a photo that

tells you something, wonly in relation to the drawn and

written telling around it, informs what you thought you

knew by making you rexamine it°

Approaching the end of the war, the year 1944 finds VladeRuschwitz

struggling to survive in cruel conditions.

AND EVERYBODY CROWDED INSIDE INTOTHE SHOWER ROOM,
THE DOOR CLOSED HERMETIC, AND THE LIGHTS TURNED DARK-
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PLATE 2.6: The Complete Mausp. 230

% Art SpiegelmanMetamaus : Art Spiegelman Looks inside His Modern Classic, Maus
(London: Viking, 2011)p. 220.
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In November, as the Red Army advances towards the concentration
camp and the outcome of the war seems to have been decided, Himmler sends
orders for the camp to be demolished, all traces of the gas chambers and
crematoria tobe erased and the remaining prisoners to be deported to inland
Germany to be dealt with. Since April, more than five hundred thousand Jews
had been deported to Auschwitz, including the masses of Hungarian Jews that
exceeded the capacity of the crematoAeound this time Vladek is sent to
work in the Crematorium 11 facilities:
They got better bread, but each few months they also were sent up the
chi miteyo.

Vladek gives his account as an eyewitness of the cremating installations
and Spiegelman illustratebis account merely with clinical sketches of what
his father describes: a drawing of the landscape, completely lifeless, as if it was
already abandonethlready dead, and how could it avoid the smell of death
with all the atrocities conducted within it;ground plan of the building; view
of the empty dressing room; room of the gas chamber and finally the closed
door behind which millions of people met their end. None of them are
presented here, while the descriptions by the father are given as-@ameff
narration over the bleak visuals.

Vladek hears from a eworker, the terrifying retelling of the atrocities

taking place there:

The biggest pile of bodies lay right next to the door where

they tried to get out. This guy who worked there, he told

me éfWe pulled the bodies apart with hooks. Big piles,

with the strongest on top, older ones and babies crushed

bel owé often the skulls were sma
broken from trying to climb up th
their arms were as long as their bodiedjegufrom the

sockets. Enough. I didnot want any ma

%1 SpiegelmanThe Complete Maug. 230.
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anyway he told me [ é] To such a
father, my sisters, my brothers, so mdhgPlate 2.6)

Contrary to the emotional power of the text, the drawing is cold and detached,
a result of the absence of visual reference to the human objects mentioned in
the textual narration. This combination of the clinical drawing and the earnest
linguistic description demandsantenseresponse from the reader. In later
panels, Vladek is pickedalong with his companion to work for the
disassembling of the equipment of the death chambers while he is made aware
of the huge holes that had been dug up in the ground when upon the arrival of
the Hungarian Jews the crematoria could not suffice for nhéngation d all

the corpses:

The holes wre big, so like the swimming pool of the

Pines Hotel here. And train after train of Hungarians

came. And those what finished in the gas chambers before

they got pushed in these graves, it was the lucky ones. Th

others had to jump in the graves while still they were

aliveé Prisoners that worked ther
the live ones and the dead ones. And the fat from the

burning bodies they scooped and poured again so

everyone could burn bett&t.

During this paragraph theris a transition in the design. Up until now we have

been shown Vladek and his companion working solely on the demolition of
Auschwitz. When thisp ar agr aph st arere Dig, sq likeTthee hol e
swimming pool of the Pines Hotel here. dAtrain after train of Hungarians

camdj is said by the father in a balloon speech, in a small square panel located

i n the present of Artiedbs narration. T
rectangle, shows from the distance the prisoners throwing $odte the piles

while even further in the background some dim figures pour gasoline over the

dead PAnd those what finished in the gas chambers before they got pushed in

these graves, it was the lucky ones. The others had to jump in the graves while

2 |bid. p. 231.
% Ibid. p. 232.
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stilt hey we d.eTheddstipanel éf the page (and last of this section of
the narration regarding Auschwitz), is significantly different from the previous
sequence. It is a long and narrow rectangle, showing the Jews being burned
alive. The point of viev is from within the pit and very closely focused to the
agonising heads of the mice encircled by the atrocious blazes that consumed
them.

The expressionist presentation of this infernal scithe screaming
muzzles aligned with the jets of fire, mouthslevopen with two distinct mice
teeth and eyes perfectly round, with dilated pupils that reveal the terror, horror
and pain experiencedis made even more piercing by comparison to the
previous scenes, making the woreds accol
there poured gasoline over the live ones and the dead ones. And the fat from
the burning bodies they scooped and poured again so everyone could burn
bett er 6] greesomdPlatmd.T) ewould suggest that the outcome of
the scene is the establiseant of fear, dread and horror with a universal effect
upon the recipient of the narration with reminiscences of hell and eternal
damnation. The descriptions of this and such situations had a devastating effect

during the war

AND THOSE WHAT FIRVSHED INTHE GRS CHAMBERS BEFORE
THEY GOT PUSHED INTHESE GRRAVES, 1T WAS THE LUCKY ONES.

0 -~

THE HOLES WERE BIG, S0
LIKE THE SWIMMING POOL
OF THE PINES HOTEL HERE.

AND TRAN RFTER TRAWN 3 | A

o)
THE OTHERS HADT0 JUMP INTHF. GRANES R4

N WHILE STILL THEY WERE ALWE ...

AND THE FAT FROM THE BURNING BOPIES THEY $CO0PED ’
AND POURED RGAIN 50 EVERYONE CoULD BURN BETTER. Hid

PLATE 2.7. The Complete Mausp. 231 (detail)
63



The atrocitiesvere sohorrendoughat their nightmarishnessould not
be properly apprehended his disbelief is to some extethe reason why the
Jewish population did not try to rebagainstthe fate that was imposegbon
them by tleir oppressors. According to Lucy Dawidowicz:

Apprehension, anxiety and foreboding gripped the Jews
who were to befresettled and no less those who
remained behind in their prison ghettos. In a short time
apprehension turned into overpowering terror,ewht
seemed that the Jews who were taken away had been
engulfed in a void. They had disappeared from the face of
the earth. That the Germans were transporting the Jews
from the ghettos of Poland to some mysterious location
just in order to murder them was idea altogether too

monstrous to be credibltoo bizarre for plausibility?

It is as if the extremity of the event, the extent of the degradation was such that
the Jewish populatiocould not conflate these reports wihalytical thinking

Thus, tley could receive the news, could understand the situation, but could
not go to the next step and associate this situation with themselves and the
threat this comprised for their individualkistence and theicommunities
Indeed, as Shoshana Felman nodesy rational analysis of the situation would
have shown that the Nazi aim was the destruction of all Jews. But the
psychological pressures militated against rational analysis and created an
atmosphere in which wishful thinking seemed to offer the onligat® to utter
despaiti®® The consequence was ttispitethe macabre information coming
from all sides, the majority of European Jews were passively driven to the
slaughter. Despite all evidendmany succumbed to wishful thinking, believed

the German mmises about resettlement and fantasized about some distant

% Lucy S. DawidowiczA Holocaust Readet. ibrary of Jewish Studies (New York: Behrman
House, 1976)p. 289
% Felman and Laub, Testimony : Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and
History. pp. 103104.
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place where, however wretched their circumstances, they might continue to
live with their families.
The denial of unacceptable truth was the one means available to ghetto

Jews tomake their situion bearabla®®

This means that the impact of terror
was so devastating deprived these peoplef their survival instinct. Or,
according to Bettelheindsince so many Jews did not fight, no one fought for
t hem. [ €] ét he maj or i beyclusgoa gneadtiquatedd di e d
notion of reality®’ namely ghetto thinking. This truth is hard deal with
retrospectively, once it has been realised, and for the second generation even
moreso. Marianne Hirsch in an essay on Holocaust photographs introthees
term of postmemorydhe response of the second generation to the trauma of
the firs6® Spi egel mandés novel is a practice o
representation and struggle to ascribe meaning to the history that shaped his
life without evergiving him the chance to make a difference. Hirsch, as a
representative of this second generation arguesatbpéetition does not have
the effect of desensitizing us to horror, or shielding us from shock, thus
demanding an endless escalation of disturlmmagery, as the first generation
might fear. On the contrary, compulsive and traumatic repetition connects the
second generation to the firgiroducingrather thatscreeningthe effect of
trauma that was lived so much more directly casnpulsive repetitin by
survivors and contemporary witnesa&s

By creatingMaus staging VI adekKbdbseekpagi Ante
encounters with his father, Spiegelman speaks the language of the trauma, in
psychoanalytic terms hdactsoutd on paper the inherited a of the
Holocaust. His choice of medium is of importance, since the story is not
conveyedn words alone or imprinted on film, but it is concocted from scratch;
even the language in which the story is being told is created along the way, for
the visual &nguage is never fixed but changes omhdollowing the neds of
its subject, the characters and the creator. Thus, the forceful narration of

VIiadekdés experience during the war i s

% Dawidowicz,A Holocaust Readep. 290.

" Bruno BettelheimRecollections and Reflectiotisondon: Penguin Book4,992).pp. 263

267.

% Marianne Hirsch, "Survivingmages: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemory,"
The Yale Journal of Criticisri4, no. 1 (2001)p. 8.

% Ibid. pp. 89.
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medium and its ability to combinet, perceived as spee@nd various visual
elementsWith the use of actual photographs in the narration, Spiegelman turns

this visual language to something more complicated, making those
6photographic incidents6 | itthehwithshocks
significance which passeisto the rest of the narration once it has been
interpreted.

YaW.HE WAS ANJA'S 1N 1939 HE AND HELA CAME TO SEE THE HE HAD, I8 LODZ, A GIRLFRIEND-A &
OLDEST BROTHER, HE & | WORLD FAIR, AND STAYED HERE THE WAR afa%{; g\;ram LIKED Num% ANp
RAN, IN LODZ ™ME fAM \N 1850 -You WERE ABABY-WE CAME ALSO

Y noslem #mof\\! HERE, FROM mcmom Towis AWN TRE muml RTINS u.v

Jz.ll!’ ""
¢»~ "1hlll T
‘ THE MIDPLE BROTHER LEVEK, KE RAN Y | THOSE WHo RANTO RUSSIA,

3 I & Wirw WHENTHE | | TREY PUT To S\BERIA AS TRIITORS,BUT |
1 LIKED BETTER TO STAY N SWEDEN-1 ) | AND -0Y- WHEN RERMAN DIED FROM T8 I T WA 1e SN HOW 1T d | T0 SMUCGLE BAEK OUCR THE BORDERS

HAD AGRIN A GOOD BUSINESS-BUT ANJA / | A HiT- mv RUN vmv:n N 1964, muA : € T0 RUR R | COST A FORKTUNE.| SENT SOME MON
NSISTED 10 BE WITH THE ONLY d $TM\‘\‘ED 0 w EEENE WNTIED i ¢ z - _— 2 &
SURNIVING ONE OF ALL HER FAMILY. e . x

IN ‘3¢ WHEN \ REEDED CASH 10
MY FACTORY, HE GRVE.$0 NOW |

SR WE WA CoME BACKTO H1S | BPR
$0 HERE. \T'5 TRER TWO 19 d [ LoLex,You Know HE TW : Shosados N\f\ras A |

KID$, LOLEK AND LONIA, A CRME OUT ALIVE FROM AUSCH- ; 3 WARFAW.
WHAT STAYED BY US,IN ¢ ¥
Sosv&ow\zc W ‘IME_WM\ )

ANIN'G PARENTS, THE cwm&:m;

::; :‘\}: sg&& TO$“RLL\TT\£ Gie) Ry
\EV L WRAT 15 LEPT, X

\TSN& PHoTOs i

\ WITH RICHIEV
N THE GHETTO.

PLATE 2.8 The Complete Mauspp. 274275

In the penultimate chapter dfaus Vladek presents to his stime most
valuable thing salvage from his prewar life (Plate 2.8) A box with
fisnapshots from a life long demolished and of people long lost. The scene
where father and son |l ook at the photog
occupies two facing pages. Unlike other instances in the novel, these
fphotographg are not the actual snapshots but drawn in the same fashion as

the rest of the comic is. This introduction of the element of photographic
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picture in the narration is another careful construction to depict and evoke deep

human emotions about Esnostalgia, regret and pain. Throughout the two

facing pages not less than t&photographg are presented, as having been
carelessly thrown over the comicO0s pane

thesefphoto® get crowded and pile up, build over thetual panel, living only

a smal|l space for the speechArbjaddoon
parent s, the grandparents, her big sist
All that is a%ft, ités the photos

These drawn photos underlie the sigrafice of the tragedy. They
introduce in the narratability of the comics medium the stillness and
fragmentation that they carry. These pictures do not actively tell a story but
signify the stories that stopped, that could not be narrated because of she live
that ended so suddenly. They represent random moments in time, 1927, 1928,
1934, 1939, carefully labelled, carefully preserved, the only testimony left from
an entirely different world, a prelapsarian situation in which they can never
return.oThese phai s we got from Richieuds Polish
valuable things to hold until the war is over. But afterwards she f#didhese
valuables, the Nazis grabbed away We di dnodt bel i eve, b u
least, she gave bak* Fr o m V Isidedoétlie dasnily there is nothing left.
In the set of pages following the aforementioned there is only one picture from
1963, VI adek 6 sd@&osanly my littl® rothér,r Rinekhcame: out
from the war aliveé Fr omingtlditenoteversa of m)
snapshdi |l tés hard to tell whether the exi
more painful. Speaking about the effects of photographical docsmenthe

present viewer, Hirscbuggests that:

These photosieven the images of suwdrs, even the
prewar images are not about death but about genocidal
murder. They resist the work of mourning. They make it
difficult to go back to a moment before death, or to
recognize survival. They cannot be redeemed by irony,
insight, or understandin They can only be confronted

again and again, with the same pain, the same

190 gpiegelmanThe Complete Maug.275.
19 |bid. p. 276.
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incomprehension, the same distortion of the look, the same
mortification. And thus, in their repetition, they no longer
representNazi genocide, but theprovoke the traumatic
effect that this history has had on all those who grew up
under its shadow/?

But what do WépesbrkThey are read family pectsires, but in a
sense they are not, as, unlike the previous occasions they are being drawn as
part of the drawinginstead of presenting them raw. And still they fill the page,
they flood the page space and dominate the view; without actually showing an
objective moment they carry all the bitterness, the reminiscence of the
genocide, the terrible plight that camestoke the millions of European Jews
(and not only Jews) sending most of them to death and the vast majority of the
rest into exile. Spiegelman admits to have used the sequence of theseophotos
purpose:

[ | ]Jatwaéydo understand the destinies of othemgle in

my immediate family in an encapsulated manner. Going

over these photos laid out over the page allows for rather

telegraphic, but efficient information about brothers,

uncles, whatever. [...] But the accumulation of the photos

becomes something. Qpage 257 there is a pilg of

photos at the bottom of the page that somehow refers back

to the pile of bodies as it bleeds off the page. The pile of

anonymous picture’$?

The same pile of photographs wor ks as
family of whom there are no photographs left. Not even this faint reminder of

the time before war. His family vanquished from land and memorildia

Mauswe are presented with a branch of the Spiegelman family tree. From the
families of ten siblings, a totalf eightythree people (including spouses and
children) only thirteen made it to the end of the war and past. Eremest

there is not even a snapshot left. There is no document that they ever existed,

they have been liquidated from history. Spiegelmamot even pay tribute to

192 Hirsch, "Surviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemo2@."
193 SpiegelmanMetamaus : Art Spiegelman Looks inside His Modern Classic, \ja@g2.
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this side of his family, as he has done
of hisstory®Af t er addressing the destiny of At
of talking about VI adekds si do&thatf t he f
pl ace. So VIiadekds body has to hold th
body had to stand in for all/l of- the bo
presend’®*

The trauma continues to affect the following generations, who need to
discuss thdrauma,in orderto expressheir pain. Unlike the introvert and
withdrawn survivors, they need to make sense of what happened, how it
happened and how it can never be allowed to happen again. The comics
medium has been usedMausas an attempttoretrive VI adekds story
from oblivion and is experienced by the author/narrator as an escape from
silence. The story of Auschwitz which
shadow story as well, a story which followed him and dictated to his present
without actually beindnis past. Sketching out this story, panel by panel with
him as thenarrative facilitator provides a means by which he narrates himself
into the family legacy without appropriating the experience of the Holocaust as
his owra*®® He can nav rejoin Anja and Vladek, even Richieu, find himself in

the samespacewherethey weredespite the fact that they no longer are.

194 |bid. p. 224.
195 Elmwood, ""Happy, Happy Ever After": The Transformation of Trauma between the
Generations in Art fiegelman'sMaus: A Survivor's Talé p. 691.
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CHAPTER THREE

Epileptic: A Visual Pathography

Moving on from a major historical trauma, the current chapeakiout the

work of a French comics artist, David B., and his autobiographical novel
Epileptic which isthe presentation of a graphic pathogrgpmnyookfocused
around tloeé daut Ibo 0d & edistustedfanuly lifeespading t hat
in the 1960s andontinuing indefinitely With reference tdepileptic| shall be

looking into presentations of the disease, the impact of (the view of) the
mentally and pysically impaired in the composition of personality and how
illness becomes a part of identity as presented through the graphic medium.
Epileptictells how illness intrudes in the life of the afflicted andithfamily,

and how it alters their perspective n | i f e, t heir identity

dynamics. This family drama structures the novel, evefiame is a
representationf the epic battleéaking placebothwithin the family andwithin
its individualmembersall due to thelestructivepresence ofglepsy.

According to Shlomith Rimmo#Kenan da] disintegrating body may
threaten the very possibility of narration. Like time, the act of telling is
considered a defining characteristic of narrative. Texts that struggle with its
disturbance invite both &hallenge and an expansiai the category of
inar r & Theomordipatho® is the key notion of the narration of illness;
defined asihe emotionally moving quality or power of a literary work or of
particular passages within it, appealing especiaipur feelings of sorrow,
pity, and compassionate sympaifhy/ fpatho® derives from the Greek ¥ d ¢ d
which is the dynamic representation of psychic turbulence, ardour and
intensity, a manifestation of love and hate, indulgence and weakness.
APathographyis a termdescriptivelyappropriate for literary criticism bein@g

study of the life of an indidual or the history of a community with regard to

1% Shlomith Rmmon-Kenan, "What Can Narrative Theory Learn from lliness Narratives?,"
Literature and Medicin@5, no. 2 (2006)pp. 241254.

7% p a t B.dBaldick, The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Term®xford University Press,
Oxford, 2008 Oxford Reference Onlin®xford University PressUniversity of York. 27

May

2010 http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY .html?subview=Main&entry=t56.e853.
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the influence of a particular sBase or psychological disord&¥ and it has
been adopted to describesubgenre of biography, the memoirs of the illness
experienceé?® The word is first found in 1848 iRobley Dunglison Medical
Lexicon: A Dictionary of Medical Scienceas the description of diseal8.lt
appears with its current meaning @$he study of the life of an individual or
the history of a community with regard to the influence of a particdit@ase
or disorder; (as a count noun) a study or biography of thisdkid 1917in
Oskar PThe Bsychoar@algtic Methodrhe literal translation of the
composite word from its Greek componentsiis piece of writing about
patho® (pathos as analydeabove). When these concepts are considered in
their linguistic and etymological importance, the tejpathography acquires
more meaning in the literary analysis of texts and even mdie casef the
graphic mediun{it is particularly interesting tonclude the wordgraphi® into

the pathography as well)

The narration of illness in any form (fictional or biographical), is
directly related to the kind of the illness in question. The particularities of the
narrated illness, the pathology as such, ntatgs the narration and the story
structure.Pathologydictates the course of the stoit,shapes the plot and
carves the characters into the likeness of the illness; the symptoms of different
conditions produce different situations, different patiedifferent mentalities
and different narratives. These varied forms are structured in accondéhce
the medical and cultural subtext each condition carries through history, as well
aswith the objective somatic and psychological effect the symptoms have o
the patient. Accordingly, physical illness and psychological state are
intertwined and, under certain circumstances, cannot be differentiated.

After her experience with cancer, Susan Sontag composed an intense
autopathographical essay titlthess asMetaphor(written and published in

1978) where she discusses how the illness becomes part of you, becomes you:

%85 p at h orgdrThepNew Oxford American Dictionarsecond edition. E. McKean (ed)
Oxford University Press, Oxfd, 2005.0xford Reference Onlin®©xford University
Press.University of York. 27 May

2010 <http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY .html?subview=Main&entry=t183.e56
870>

199 John Wiltshire, "Biography, Pathography and the Recovery of Mearlihg, Cambridge
Quarterly 29, no. 4 (2000p. 409.

Hovnathography, n.". OED Online. September 2013. Oxfdniversity Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/138798?redirectedFrom=pathography& (accessed November
20, 2013).

1 |bid.
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dilllness is the nighside of life, a more onerous citizensliip? According to
Sontagiliness is time and space, it is a state of being,onét something that
defines you, butlso something thagrows to be inseparable from yourself,
Imposing a citizenship which comes with a amay ticketto the land of the
sick.

David BOs ghpikgidhis tee bingraphechl pathography of
theauhor 6s struggle from a yourbg oddertos |
epilepsy. Furthermore, it is the story of the family and their failure to cope with
their ol d e rin the yea® afteri hisldiagnasidearC hr i st opheds
condition becomes imeasingly severe, driving the family from conventional
medicine and psychology to alternative treatments such as macrobiotic diet,
acupuncture, spiritualism and psychics. ®aly livesof the three children,

(the suffering JeaRhristophe, Pierr& r a g, the authorwho later changed

his own name to David B. and their younger sister Floreampermanently
disruptedby the illness. Their childhood cannot be remembered as anything
else but a huge struggle with the monster of epilepsy. The drama of thei
brot her 6s idtheinf@gwses det er mi ne

Epilepsy is a disease travelling through tirkepwn sinceantiquity,
and bringing with it a variety of metaphors and meanings. It has been called
sacred and has been treated as such; thave beencultures vihere the
epileptic is regarded as highly gifted or somehow in communicationtiéth
sacred anapirits from a different dimensioh® As with anyseriousdisease in
the course of history, from the plague to AIDS, from leprosy to cancer and
from tuberculosigo syphilis, epilepsy haacquired acultural significancever
and abovets actual, physical symptoms.

In ancient Greece, Hippocrates was the first to put forth a sceptical

overview of the disease:

It is thus with regard to the disease called Sacitd:
appears to me to be no wise more divine nor more sacred

than other diseases, but has a natural cause from which it

12 gysan Sontadljness as Metaphor, [and] Aids and Its Metaph@srmondsworth,:
Penguin, 1991)p. 3.

3 Anne FadimanThe Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down : A Hmong Child, Her
American Doctors, and the Collision of Two Cultu¢dgew York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1997).
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originates like other affections. Man regards its nature and
cause as divine from ignorance and wonder, because it is
not at all like othediseases. And this notion of its divinity

iIs kept up by their inability to comprehend it and the
simplicity of the mode by which it is cured, for men are
freed from it by purifications and incantations. But if it is
reckoned divine because it is wondérfinstead of one
there are many diseases which would be sacred; for, as |
will show, there are others no less wonderful and

prodigious, which nobody imagines to be sacréd.

However this composed opinion did not prevail through the centuries. Epilepsy
wasconsidered divine or sacréathin the ancient world and in modern tribal
cultures, but has beeagardedas demonic in the Christian world as wellims
other traditions™® In contemporary societies it is still an awkward encounter,

as Graham Scamblarrites

It could be said that the person with epilepsy in
contemporary societies like Britain and the US possesses
an ontological deficit. It is not that such a person stands
condemned for some kind of wrongdoiiighere is no
moral culpability but ratherthathe or she is an imperfect

being*'®

Furthermore, the epileptic in modern societies algrming. They are
unpredictable individuals in a world deemed to be perfectly progranited,
individual with epilepsy differs from someone with say, cerebralypalg¢hat

t he | atter 6s | os s of motor control

14 Cited inEric J. Cassell, "lliness and DiseasBle Hasings Center Repo#, no. 2 (1976).
p.29.

15 Yoram Bilu, "The Moroccan Demon in Israel: The Casémil Spirit Disease",'Ethos8,

no. 1 (1980).

1% Graham ScambleEpilepsy The Experience of lllness (London,: Tavistock/Routledge,
1989).p. 49.
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mildg**’

as a resultpeople with epilepsy threaten the social order by causing
[...] ambiguity in social interactidit*®

For this and other reasons, epilepsy ismetely a somatic disease, but
is closely associated with the cultural environment. In addition to this, the
social reactions to epilepsy affect how the sufferer and their family perceive the
very experience of the illness. In 1928, Freud undertook to rpremse
i nterpretation of Fyodor Dostoevskyobs e
desires. Even though Freud could not possibly have physically treated
Dostoevskyds condition due to territori
posthumously diagneshim with a severe neurosis (instead of epilepsy), an
attempt which without holding medical credit, gives a theoretical insight into
how the illness is associated with psychological dysfunctions. Freud points out
thatneurosis is after all only a signaththe ego has not succeeded in making a
synthesis, that in attempting to do so it has forfeited its ahityAs Dennis

Patrick Slattery writes:

The fiction lies in the disease rather than the disease in the
fiction and thus provides the motive or intentthat gives
shape to fictive time and space. The disease sets the beat
of the narrative pulse and takes on a voice of its own in
the story that is told. The disease has its own story to

tell.*2°

This idea, that the disease is narrating its own storgjare accurately that its

impact is so strong that it shapes the story entirglywidely manifested in the

case ofpileptic where the disease is part of the story, is the building material

of the story, is in a sense the story itself; it structureptbieand carves the

characters into its likee s s . Freudo6s rbakesthoogomnecioky e s s a

between psychoanalysis and pathography, showing how psychoarcysis

7 |bid. pp. 4748.

118 |pid. p. 50.

19 Sigmund Freud et alThe Standard Edition of the Complete/€sological Works of
Sigmund Freud24 vols. (London: Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psgohtysis, 1981).
Volume 21. p. 179.

120 pennis Patrick Slattery, "Seized by the Muse: Dostoev€kyts/ulsive Poetics ithe
Idiot," Literature and Medicind.8, no. 1 (1999)p. 61.
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assist in ourattempts to make sense of distressing situations loaded with
cultural sigificance.

Epilepsy is not merely a disease. Scambler argues that epilepsy is rather
a symptom, or a series of symptoms, rather than a diséaseepileptic
seizure is the product of an abnormal paroxysmal discharge of cerebral
neurons, and epilepsy itfes sometimes defined as a continuing tendency to
epileptic seizures** When talking about epilepsy, even merely about the
symptomatology, there is no stability, no pattemothing to hold onto as
steady and permanent. The epileptic is a person defindtel illness, formed
and shaped by its particularities and restricted by its limitations. Géeyot
drive, they cannot participate incertain sports, random programs on the
television cantrigger a seizure, epileptics arbeld in captivity by their
condition and yet this condition is elusive, temporaimptermittent although
the restrictions aresverpresent. Slattery writes that epilepsy can be granted
Gome autonomy as a creative fdycand that diseases regardless of their
symptomatology and theiphysiological manifestationsare also culturally
shaped and adapted to the mythos prevailing at a particular place aadHgme
concludes:GAs mythic constructions, they may serve to articulate particular
ideas, values and notions about the mystenielagionship between psyche and
soma'?® According to Sonta@ [isdse is what speaks through the body, a
language for dramatizing the mental: a form of-sedbressiof*> which she
proved by making her experience into theory, putting her cancer intc$ey, e
writing something so passionate and feverish that she would not have been able
to compose if her opinionad notbeen shaped by her illness.

The opening page dpileptictakes place in a bathroofRlate 3.1) It
is 1994 and the narrator is brushing teeth when his epileptic brother walks
i n; this is the moment he realises the
illness to destroy. His brother inhabits a ravaged, ruined soma. He has lost his
front teeth anddhere are scars all over his body. Higelerows are criss
crossed by scars. The back of his head
He ds e n o r tebfrors hegicatioh and lack ekercised?*

121 scamblerEpilepsy p. 1.

122 g|attery, "Seized by the Muse: Dostoevsky's Convulsive Poetibs ildiot" pp. 6661.
12 5ontag/liness as Metaphor, [and] Aids and Its Metaphgrs45.

124 David B.,Epileptic (London: Jonathan Cape, 200p).1.
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It has takeronly one page to demonstrate the outcome of the story that
Is about to begin. Tdgraphic novel commences in an unorthodox way on two
facing pages. The second pageetin 1964, with the first panel showing three
lively, healthy children aged seven, five and four. Tdrsatesa strongvisual
juxtaposition o fhemsults bfithe linéss, bdforeatHe ndvel wi t h
has begun to broach the subject. The antithesis between the evidently ill adult
and the unsuspecting child on the facing page is a stark visual shock with
which to begin, encapsulating the entire trauma thatfanaly will have

suffered in thirty years.

4994, I'm in the bathroom, at'
my parents’ hovse in Olivet.

I+ tares a moment for me
fo recogrine the guy who just
walred in. LF3 wiy brother.

There pre scars all over s The. bac< of his head is bald, He's wmvous'? bloaved From
body. His eyebrows are Criss Grom all The times he's faller medication ard lac of exer
crossed by 5Cabs. .

PLATE 3.1 Epileptic, p.1
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The introductory pages refer to a time before epilepsy, when the family
was untouched by the illness that is to befall them and alter their anticipated
future in the most unpredictioway. The three children, Je@tristophe,
PierreFr an- oi s and FIl orence grow up i
Or | ®a ns . -dr@am,eexploré and fight; they tie up their little sister,
Florence and try to set her on fire while pretending she is &daArc.

However, lesides the tyipal childhood presented thersomething hurtful is

lurking within their fantasy world. PiesEr an- oi s, the younger

narrator of the story describélse finightly typhoons that visit his sleeping

mind:
At night, the typhoons come for me. | fall asleep and in
the middle of the night, | am carried off by whirlwinds.
And | find myself lost somewhere in my room, which has
expanded during my sleep. | walk for kilometres, feeling
my way along a wall without ever camg across anything
familiar. | call out to Florence, who sleeps in the next

room. She opens the door, | have a point of reference, and

Il find my way back to bed. Il 6m as

typhoons a number of times. And then it just stps.
(Plate 32)

The typhoon, located in the narration before epilepsy has appeared is
nonetheless an omen for what is to follow. Not an omen in deterministic
supernaturaierms, but in terms of psychic operatidnmay be functioning as

a retrospective psychoanttyconstruction, a memory that has been rewritten
and replaced, retroactively becoming the first pertei on o f t he
epilepsy and a device to understand
when this takes place in the land of fantasy, tleauhing.A few pages later,

the older brother, Jea@hristophefits for the first time while playing with his
siblings. The same night the childish voice of the narrator explores what has

happened to his brothedHe got carried away by a typhoon. | am safet!

125 |pid. p. 4.
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But thatos bizarrel I didnodét think
nowon | 6ve gott&@®be really careful

At right, the Tuphoons come For

we, L Fall asleze and in the mig_-
die of The right, 1T'm carvied o
by whirhvinds

Ard I Find muself lost seme-
where in my roorm, which has
expanded during my sSleep.

I walk for Kilometers, Feeling
my wady diong a wall, without ever
Coming across anyfhing Fawiliar,

I call out' To Florence, who Slee, | [ assaulted by Those nightl
idn Mcfe'xrfoom S;e, pens ?rfcb ;rqobmns a numBe. of Hees,

oor, L have a pont of reference, rd Ther it ) Tops.
ad L find nypwsl_l, bacx o bed, bt

Last night T
was carried

PLATE 3.2 Epileptic, p. 4 (detail)

Thus, the typhoons are immediately and directly associated with the
br ot her 6 s nghadkltoahe grgphic répresentation of the typhoon, in
the five panels demonstrating we see and feed swirling sense of being
carried away and being lost. The child is twirled by the imaginary typhoon and
then left alone in an entirely black spactem@vards strugglingo find his way
through darkness to return to his bed onlyiscover thathe typhoonis still
there, with its pervasive spirals still in action. The next panel is a conversation
between the two brotherd.ast night | was carried ay by a typhoo@ says
PierreF r a n éVe toe responds Jea@hristophe, making it clear that the

underlying threat of epilepsy had been present in the family before its

128 |phid. p. 9.
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manifested onset; or more accurately, is retrospectively redefining the family
history; for them, there is nitime before epilepsy

He's heavy. Lt Feels lice T've
holding him up forever,

Hann, 84...

PLATE 3.3 Epileptic, p. 8 (detail)

After the first seizurgPlate 3.3) t h e drdeatidediny dhis is
shown in a large panel where Jealristophe and his parents are trapped in
the middle of aircle comprised of malevoletboking doctors and specialists.
This enclosg ring of professionals, each offering succour and salvation,
foreshadows the fate of the family, bound in a vicious cycle of doctors, quacks
and gurus. This image of the danctircle is graphically similar to the idea of
the typhoon, an uncontrollable threat which will consume them all, will
misdirect them and destroy their integrity as a family. The heavy atmosphere
created by this uncertainty has dire consequefarethe deelopment of the
younger si bl i nigisréflectacimtheqr Adult lived.le diseasd
is the motive force both for plot and character development.

Demonstrated throughepileptia®d s distinctive art

down on every situation,rdpping JeaiChristophe and his family in a
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repetitive loop of grinding hopelessness. Hpileptic complex visual
representations are employed to depict familiar circumstances; an artistic
construction thatconsists of reallife, monsters and occultism; #&uly
nightmarish narration. Indeed the drawings of David B. are detailed and
complicated, full of thin lines, more like a woodcarving on the paper than
drawing Unlike Mauss s mi ni mal design, David B. o]
drawing style, expressing hisosy in full detail and graphic hyperbol&@he
autobiography presented HEpileptic is an autobiography as a whole: every
little component of the narration, structure and material of the book is a
testimony of this troubled childhood.
Epilepsy is presenteds an illness as well as a cultural artefact. It has
been plumed with superstition®lk tales, a cultural burden constantly laid on
the shoulders of the sufferer. Jeg@mr i st opheds epilepsy i
legendary, culturalffoaded epilepsy that Haeceived the status of thisacred
disease, which brings into the familial environment not only the disruption
caused by the mere existence of a serious illness, but all the paraphernalia of its
unique cultural and historical valuEpilepsy has intrudeth the family like a
violent invader, and has tipped over all balance. It has come to set new rules
and impose a new order. It is epilepsy now predominating over the family, it is
because and for epilepsy that all decisions are taken, that any schedadkeis
The family will move into a new house, will start a new diet, a new way of life,
everything will change in order to accommodate epilepsy.
The intrusion of epilepsy constitutes a major trauma for the faimity
nothing is for them to decide anymotdey are powerless in the facetbé
illness. The idea of intrusion is presented in the story before the onset of the
epilepsy. The boys and their friendse playingin a deserted warehouse when
PierreFr an-oi s i s caught by ckedaewaywmadaekh o us e |
room. Panicked and terrified, the little boy breaks a window with his forearm
and runs away, to the safety of his home. The next day, someisiidythe
family house. Drawn in a long rectangular panel, on the top left of the page, the
sinister figure of the warehouse manager appears, stern, hunching and
threatening. Pierrér an- oi s i s dr awn a@alwoutta bet i ny | i
crashed under the manager és enormous sh
After this initial image of horror, the manager explains his prese
d 6m here to apologize t o06(BlateB.4)fAdr what
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PierreFr an - o i sHe teavesanmmnediately. My brother lured me into a

trap and my parents let the monster into the hdtié&he sense of familial

security has been bresed, and this can be the cause of an everlasting fear. A

dread of not being able to find shelter: if the true, uncontested guardians are

willing to allow the terrifying into the house (the internal child makes no
distinction between assault and apologygritevil can be found everywhere.
Furthermore, who, if not the parents, has allowed epilepsy to dominate in their

family? On all aspects, either one is willing to irrationally consider the sick

child as a faulty creation of the parents, or to assume thatddaling with his

situation was traumatising for their other children. In both cases this is seen as
permanently wrong: it 1s and al ways wil
monster into the hous@n the bottom right panel of the page, the tdygef

epilepsy begingor real JearChristophe has his first seizure while seated on a

still motorbike. He declines towards the wall in the same angle and direction

that the warehouse manager had been lurking towardsFiegrran- oi s ear | i
on the same . The monster of epilepsy has entered their household and it is

the older brother who brought it home.

| Suddlenly he appears |

Looming over me ! T#s him ! H/é leaves immediately

ly brother lured wie into a

trdp and parents let the
monster info e house

little. later, workers come and fear down The warehouse
ean-Christophe is diswnsolate., I don't give a shit

PLATE 3.4 Epileptic, p. 8 (detail)

127 |pid. p. 8.
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Like in Epileptic each ofthe novels presented in this thesssan
exampleof the negotiation of trauma. A stitwred narration is one of the

primary methods of dealing with of trauma. As Leigh Gilmore suggests:

Survivors of trauma are urged to testify rafszllyto their
trauma in an effort to create the language that will
manifest and contain trauma as wellths witnesses who
will recognize it. Thus the unconscious language of
repetition through which trauma initially speaks
(flashbacks, nightmares, emotional flooding) is replaced
by a conscious language that carrdggeated in structured
settings'*®

PostTraumatic Stress Disorder theories classify under the t#mauma

events as harsh as the experience of war, assault, or rape. Other factors of
everyday life are perceived as sources of stress, but according to the
bibliography theydo notconstitute strongnough reasons to cause significant
trauma.

Psychoanalysis however is a lot more sympathetic towards aspects of
the everyday that can be hurtful enough to cause traparéicularly when
repeated, or when they take upfe,such
enough to render them helplegsist a brief example from the psychoanalytic
history: when Freud first announced Hhiseduction theoky in Studies in
Hysterig he suggestedhat the source of the neurosis lies in some sexual
trauma that occurred befmpuberty, soméncident of real sexual abuse. He
maintained this theory from 1895 until 18%7.Soon, however, Freud started
to doubt this initial theory which after 1897 he modified as he reached the
conclusion that the traumatic seduction scene wasrtnrpaginary, fabricated
in order to support the neurosis; as a redhl question remains pretty much

an open one because in many cases it is difficfdt both patient and

128 eigh Gilmore,The Limits of Autobiography : Trauma and Testim@ithaca, N.Y. ;
London: Cornell University Press, 200p).7.

129 JeanMichel Quinodoz Reading Freud: A Chronological Exploration of Freud's Writings
(London: Routledge, 2005). 18.
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psychoanaly$t to differentiate between what actually occurred in reality and
what belongs to t&@d patientods imaginatic
At this point psychoanalysis abjures causality: the patieneusotic
because of the imagined abuse and has created the fantasy of the abuse due to
their illness. The unconscious does not recognise before andaaitieanything
that breaks integrity can be the cause and effect of tralinepresence of
epilepsy and its consequences constitute abuse for the innocent parts. The
tremendous sudden and permanentdii@nges imposed by the illness are by
default traumtc enough to produce psychological reactions and residie.
onset of the epilepsy ie bookis only the beginning of a long course through
murky paths. Everything after that is a constant fightr@part of the family
to comprehend what has befallethem; the procession of doctors,
psychologists, therapists who try to come up with an explanation and a
solution. Horrifying monsters that are constantly present.
The motif of the monstepervade<Epileptic, even thought is nevera
guestion ofmetaphgical or the supernatural The monsters irfEpileptic are

real. Young Pierrdsr an-oi s | earns not to be afraic
l 6m not afraid. |l 6m no | onger afr
had. I was sl eeping at my grandpeé

of Anubis, god of the dead. He was walking toward me. |
was terrified. | woke up. Anubis was still there, and he
was closing in on me. Suddenly everything froze. There
was only the silhouette of the closet, which looked
vaguely like a coyote. Since then, hynfear people, life,
the future. But | no longer fear ghts, witches, vampires,
devils'®! (Plate 3.5)

The little boy has learned that imaginary fears are not a threat, and is growing
to find out that real threats come from real situations; the majoattboenes
from his br ot hSearirigghe bManster Avwadiat Sayfanrand

Kristin Hansen Lagattuta write:

130 |bid. p. 23.
131B,, Epileptic. p. 16.
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Young children make distinctions between real versus

imaginary realms and view imaginary creature situations
as more equivocal and opengdersonal interpretation than

real creatures. More broadly, these findings reveal that
children take into account multiple aspects of the person

and situat reasoni

script knowledgé??

on

when

Tim n

afrald, ever sive a dream
had

of afraid. I'm ro lomger

f
I was sleeping at wy grona-
parents’. I wos dreaming of
Ariibis, god of the dead

Arubis was Still there, arnd he
wab cloSing in o me

He was walkGing toward me.
I was terrFied

s
Suddenly everyth
T The

was only 7
loset, wh

PLATE 3.5: Epileptic, p. 16

132 jat Sayfan and Kristin Hansen Lagattuta, "Scaring the Monster Away: What Children
Know About Managing Fears of Real and Imaginary Creatus|ti Developmern80, no. 6

(2009).p. 1769.
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In PiereeFr an-o0i sd6s case, epi | &g ayeptiias, consi
mythic intrusion into normal family space and tin& it is a monster, a
bloodthirsty dragon that will take the brother he knew away forever, will
transform him into the material of rignares. As a result Pierfer an- oi s
decides to live with his ghosts and demons as friends, those imaginary
creatures that are not monsters, but are a steady standpoint for him to face life
from. His imaginary friends are monstrous in appearance, butiodvetruded
violently into his life, on the contrary, he has invited them in as a
counterbalancetotheral i ty of his brotherds illnes
graphic terror is still less scarythan Jé&ah r i st opheds il l ness.

In his internal fantass, PierreF r a nreverses theffect, turning the
hostile into something familiar, constructing a creative defence against his
internalised aggression. Later he decides to channel this potentially destructive
energy into his art making hishoice of vocation look like an inevitable
necessity, rather than a choice. We see this later, when he departs from home
for studies in Paris. The pages prior to his departure to study at the Duperre
School of Applied Arts are violent. He gives up on his fantasiesraadinary
friends, he works on his art alone and devoting all of his spare time to this:
Nowdays, when | reread some of those st
heads or tails of t hem. Wh a 't can | ha\
anymore. But had to draw and write constantly. | had to fill my time in order
to prevent my brothea¥s disease from re

The novel is full of creatures of all possible origins and in all possible
shapes and formsDeath the devil, ghosts, dragons and evekind of
mythological and imaginary creaturstar in this story, buthey are nowhere
presented as a source of horror. They are mostly the benevolent friends in
whom Pierrecfr an-oi s finds comfort, the | ast
let him down andppears a lot scarier than those imaginary devils of the closet.
The monster in the house is nohat most would expect it to be; is the
powerlessness and helplessness caused by the existence of the intruding and
crippling thing that Jea@ hr i s t epifepsye § & horrendous ordeala

tormenting voyage across turbulent st is to take them nowheag all

133 5usan M. Squier, "Literature and Medicine, Future Tense: Making It Grapftarature
and Medicine7, no. 2 (Fall 2008p. 136.
134B,, Epileptic p. 276.
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In Epileptic the trauma occurs because of the epilepsy of-Jean
Christophe, while athe same time epilepsy becomesessel to contain all
traumata of the family. This is not surprising, as according to the relevant
research

Four out of five consultations were initiated by someone
other than the person experiencing the seizure. Nor was
this merely a function of age at onset. One implicatibn
this, of course, is that the distress associated with
experiencing a first seizure is typically a less important
determinant of consulting behaviour than the distress
associated with witnessing ofh&.

The parental couple, the suffering Jéaimristopheand the two younger
siblings, all develop aather unhealthwttitude towards life and perceiving the
illness: epilepsy gives them the opportunity to ignore all their other problems,
or incorporate them fio this one trauma transforning the family,
contnuously seeking the wrong solution to the wrong problem. Jean
Chri st opheos -revarsibld. iHis illness is sagiallyy phgsically and
psychologically crippling. The helplessness experienced by all is the first of a
series of traumata that the fayrwill experience.The first reaction is to seek
medical help. Jea@hristophe is admitted to SaiAnne hospital, under the

care of Professor T:

They examine Jea@hristophe. They perform gaseous
encephalograms on him. They shoot gas into his brain to

inflate it so they can take photos, in which they hope to

find traces of a lesion or a tumor. When my parents tell

me about it, | visualise my brother in the clutches of
scientists. The doctor s believe
circumvolution iumsimnhige mlyr abirmotthlea to

seizures.

135 Scambler,Epilepsy p. 5.
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PierreFr an-oi s asks the doctors 1 f the proc

receives the answedl hey injected gas into his brain. Of course it s

sor T, hps claimed that Syt he's been liKe This For | They examire Jean-Cnristophs
S 5 Temporany

Ojr=

They perform gasecus erephalograms on him They shoot gas ito ks bram 1 inflate it o
n-<ﬂ can taKe phetos, in which they hope to Find trdces of a lesion or o Tumor, Whea wy pareats
T me about it, T visualise iy Drothers in the clutthes of mad scientists ke

L7 AU 1), 5
g

Professor T. never answers
L¥'s always a brysSque doctor
who answers for him

PLATE 3.6 Epileptic, p. 40

The panel in which Jea@hristople i s subjected to the
horrifying (Plate 3.6) Depicted from the nose up, Je@mr i st opheds hes
shavedwith several of pipesattached on jtthe background is filled with

tangled cables and mechanical medical equipment. The doctor is shaav

136B,, Epileptic p. 40.
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double, tiny among the machinery, with a vicious expression on his face taking
satisfaction in his act of torturing. This completely imaginary scene is a major
source of trauma for Piesfer an- oi s . Il n his childish pe
been sujected to aFrankensteinian experiment; when the mother hears about
Professor T. 6s i ntleapChristopmeand dhe popsitble at e up
consequences of that she faints.

All of the family is devastatedit is probably their mst sensitive
moment, anda turning point in their lives at the influence of a major stress.
That is whenJearChristophe comes across a magazine article on zen
macrobiotics and requests to give this a try before going on with the operation.
The whole of the family hangs on thistpntial solution. Thus, the initial
trauma of the onset of the epilepsy is aggravated by the unsympathetic
treatmentreceivedin the public hospital. The continuous failure to find a
working treatment is a vivification of this first impressiohhelplessess. The
results of the trauma manifest in the rest of the book, and particularly in the
events after Pierrer an- oi's has moved to Paris for
Paris is a reminiscence of his childhood, any attempt to cut free of his past
fails; every return to his parental home is a return to this sensitive age and the
unending problem.

The narration in Epileptic is prescribed by the nature of the
pathography and the visual medium. The particularities of the story are all due
to the presence ddpilepsy and the way they are expressed is the use of the
graphic mediumlt is the memories of David ,Bthe author, spoken by the
voice i shown ly the gazeé of PierreF r a n, the nasator, and they carry the
identity of their agency. They are not nansslefacts, data om f ami | y 6 s
suffering, they are worked memories of a man personally invoinethe
matter, they have been forged through an unconsgwosessingand are
exposed through the creative process of drafting the graphic. ho\as early

paper on thdJnconscioug1915), Freud notes:

The psychoanalytical postulation of unconscious psychic

activity seems, on the one hand, to be a further

continuation of the primitive animism thaonce

surrounded us with reflections of our own consciousness,

and on the other, to be an extens
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the way we conceive of external perception. Just as Kant
warned us against overlooking how our perception is
subjectively determined and cannot be regarded as
identical to the unknowable thing th& perceived, so
psychoanalysis warns us not to mistake our perceptions of
consciousness for the unconscious psychic processes that

are their object®’

The bridge between consciousness and the Unconscious is language, the
medium that attempts to explaime mental processes and deliver them into the
culturally restrained frame of conscious perceptioralways tricked by a
variety of censorships which reform the ideas many times before they emerge
in consciousnessFreud claimed to have found the royal way the
Unconscious in dreaming, or the interpretation of dreaming to be precise. As
per Freud and his 190Mterpretation ofDreams the Unconscious is being
outlined through dreaming in what essentially is a visual language. Feelings,
thoughts, traumatand hidden secrets are being visualised during the dream
and this is the first step towards reaching the Uncons¢ibusugh what Freud

calls fthe royal wayp. Later this visual language is put into oral or written
speech, is in fact translated into anothieguistic system. Every time the
Unconscious is put through a new translation (fiumsaidd to dream, from
dream to speech) it is processed anew in a complex meditation as the
censorship keeps bringing obstacles from dreaming to the memory of the
dream to the description of this memory.

We can see now how comics seem to emulate a very early stage in the
interpretation process, viz. the dreaming. In comics the visual and written are
inseparable, words are part of the visual value of the page mor¢hehaare
speech, as it is indeed the case with dreams where written words and spoken
dialogues comprise inseparable elements of the dream which make them
ultimately more a part of the visual than allowing them independent auditory
value. As a resultnithe case of visual language the boundaries between the
two are harder to draw; visual language provides more immediate access to the

unconscious, a shortcut in a way, nonetheless a medium that needs

137 Sigmund FreudThe Unconscioug_ondon: Penguin Books 200%). 54.
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interpretationin itself. By its own nature the visual mediis more complex

and demanding in terms of analysis, since it combines written and pictorial
language in a unique frame of narrative. In the introductiorh®Language of
Comics Robin Varnum and Christina T. Gibbons note titile words must

be spoka or written one after the other in time and are apprehended
sequentially, the elements of an image are arranged side by side irasgace
are apprehended all at 06¢& Apprehension, thus, is less formulaic, closer to
free association and as a result efo® the Unconsciou®f course the final

result on the comics page has not emerged impulsively, but after painstaking
research and application of artistic methods which do deprive it of the
immediacy and spontaneity of an analytic lapsus. However tlagiameof the

page is very much the result of a superimposing critic, a conscious superego
going through vague or even unconscious fits of inspiration during the first
stages of the creation, manipulating the material as the dreaming secondary
revision doespresenting it in a compact form and handing it to someone else
to interpret. On the other hand, the reading experience is possibly even closer
to dreaming, it is plausible that the reader perceives the comics work
unconsciously understanding its simileas with dreaming, finding the
medium familiar, even if they cannot immediately understand witye
function of the visual bears a series of similarities to the dreaming process, as
has been described by Freud Tme Interpretation of Dreamsand he
meclanismthe reader employso decipher this medium seems to be very
similar to the mechanisms they have been using to narrate a dream, with all the
interpretive dynamics this carries through.

Returning toEpileptic in the middle of the novel, Pierfer ais - 0
decides to change his name to David Bsually presentedn a meaningful
panoramabutlining the forceful impression that his burdened childhood has left
upon the narrator as a manifestatidrnis victory over the iliness that has been
dominant in thefamily since his childhood. The art is feverish, the anxiety
palpable, all members of the family but the afflicted J€anistophe are
present. Present as well are the methddwientalism, spiritualism,
swedenborgianismthat had presented themselvespagential cures just to

bring more misery ito the family. All these peculiaritiesare presented as a

138 Christina T. Gibbons (&) Robin VarnumThe Language of Comics: Word and Image
(Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 200.7i.
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huge insidious Japanese dragon and an army of malevolent skeletons while the
narrator is drawn in a suit of armour, declaring his victory over thesglieat
consumed his own brother but did mpoéevail over him Or didit? After having
spent his entire childhood and adolescence as the brother of an epileptic,
PierreFr an-oi s does not have as mataoy optic
escape fronthis situation. His identity has been shapgchis upbringing and
he hasto carry it with him in every step of the way.

Loneliness is not infrequently the result of an overcrowded familial
environment. Member of a family of fivea which all the attenton is focused
on the epileptic brother, Pierfer an- oi s is in a state of
unable to communicate his own feelings
condition. The more the family getsimersed indJearC hr i st opheds epi
the more erreF r a n - immuwed inlgs selfmade fortress of lonelinesa.
family thatworksto accommodate JedPhristophe and his condition impedes
its members from developingn individualidentity. In this environment the
imaginative Pierrd=r a n - o i sating,a feslingf thab he transforms and
experiences as a deep, organic loneliness of the kind that proves to be
dangerously addictive. I n t heir paper
summarise the concept of loneliness, distinguishing three types of idagror
to Yalom (interpersonal isolation, intrapersonal isolation and existential
isolation) and four according to Gotesky (physical solitude, estrangement,
experiencing the self as an outsider disdlituded, which is essentially the
personds o wonelingss)s’iPiereF f @am- o0i s 6 s l onel i ne
mixed type. He is being unintentionally isolated from his family as all the
attention is turned to the sick brother, but he also chooses to withdraw himself
from this environment as much as physically glole, so as to preserve his
sense of self before he gets absorbed by the familial reality.

PierreFr an- oi s t urtoaninteina battlegnownd, fightiegs s
his own fight against the environment in which he grows up. His way out is the
forest ajoining the family property where he takes shelter when tired of
fighting with his brother and his broth

The night belongs to me. | turn off the light and pretend to

go to sleep. In fact, | go out to the balcony and grab the

139 ¢t al. Brita Nilsson, "Is Loneliness a Psychological Dysfuntion? A Literary Study of the

Phenomenon of Lonelines§he Authos. Journal Compilatiorf2006).p. 95.
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drainpipe. | clmb down the wall to the park. | leave my
weapons and my armor to Genghis
where | 6m going. Il journey deep i
I n the woods. I t 0s a magical mo I
ghosts join me and pranthede me wi't
lookout for shadows. | listen to the countless tiny sounds

the animals make. | vault over the fence and slip into the

neighbours garden. | explore it, with great stealth, and
then return homé&®° (Plate 3.7).

PLATE 3.7 Epileptic, pp. 8384

The lnely nightly descent into the forest is the magical escape from the
unbearable tension in his household. Piéirean- oi s creates a w
own, that he doesnét share with anyone.
his o&édghost 6 i mprgvidenhenr with Wwarmghwamdesgppott. T lae
ghosts composed from the bizarre associations of the family are a mixture of
fantasy, mysticism and terrofFheyinclude his deceased grandfather andn

Deathhimself. Their graphic representation is dark, vamme; they become

1408, Epileptic pp. 8384.
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embodied into the woods, they get attached to Rlemea n- oi s s, wal ki n¢
they accompany him in broad daylighthey grow with him and alternately
become him.

Do the ghostsepresent Pierr&r an- oi s6s pat hology? Ce
juxtaposed with Jea@hr i st opheds ghost of epil eps)
epilepsy, represented as a serpent that penetratesCleani st opheds bo
seizes him and shakes hirand possesses him and rules his destamd
identity; PierreFr an- oi s 6s g hos wken moaneeddd.eWhé&ne p t aw
PierreFr an-oi s as a young adult relocates
with him:

-1 dm headed for Paris as well. | 6
Applied Arts School.

-So can we come with you?

-1 dm not bringi nstayingloete. al ong. Youor
-Why?

-1 need to be alon¥' (Plate 3.8).

There is a major di fferencesthieanween i a
attempt of Pierrd=r an- oi s to shake the |l oneliness
is he dwelling deeper in himself, deprivedeawvof his imaginary friends? His

course in Paris will not relieve him of his own pathology. He takes up living in

a small apartment, drawing natop, getting his demons and ghosts on paper,

utterly alone, without friends, not even acquaintances, wittatias an only

shelter:

But the bulwark is not always effective against solitude.
So | plunge into the streets and | walk. Walking is another
way of writing and drawing. | bring along a map on which
I record every street dabve traver
least once through every street in Paris. But... Actually
l 6m furious! So there! During a |

nothing, | deferred to my brother. | wanted to be the one

141 |bid. p. 275.

93



who doesnot cause any probl ems.
mysel f, and .iJearChrastopme willinevérs over

get better. And the past ties my insides in knots,

screaming*?

T'm headed for
Paris as well.
T've been
accepted at the.
Applied Arts
scheol.

PLATE 3.8 Epileptic, p. 275

The graphic imagery during this outburst is equally fpglwvered.
PierreFr an- oi s appears in t hetftgagerbeitg panel

reserved, sitting on a desk, holding his face between his hands. Then he walks

142 |bid. pp. 279280.
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out of a tiny door, into the Parisian streets and the more furious he becomes the
larger his figure is drawn, his face covered in black shadows, growing larger
and larger until it takes up the whole of the panel in a horrifying elgseln
the next panel all of his body consists of small versions of his face, one next to
another, upside down, grimacing, screaming in a bold graphic manner. It is an
internal battlefought and lost continuously, always taking him in a dead end
and never rewarding him with any medahohour

Epilepticis the story of a series of epic battles; one taking place in the
head and body of the epileptic Je@hristophe; one taking place idse the
mind and psyche of the younger brother Pidfre a n- oi s ; one taki
within the family. There are detailed graphic representations of historical,
mythical and fantastical battles. The element of the battle keeps up with the
narrative of the hiery of JearkChr i st opheds epil epsy, t h
body, the sick individual who is carried away by powers above himself, and
still within his own flesh. During the novel we are presented with fifteen drawn
incidents of armies in combat; biblicahttles, the Mexican wars, the Tartars,
the war in Algeria, Genghis Khan, German Nazis, the samurais, robots,
demons, ghosts; legions fighting one another without purpose and without an
end.

PierreFr an- oi s ehisphds alwaysbeen taseinatingr fhim,
how his fatheroés narrations of ofhe Dbibl
Cort ®s6s conquest of Mexico always stir

favourite pastimes during his early childhood:

| t 6 s -&hristophkt @radnt are inteted in. We spent

our days drawing battle scenes. My favourite historical

figure is Genghis Khan. | discovered him while reading

books on Marco Pol o. Hi s story i
Strogoff o, but wor se. ltés my own
| 6 m f r edelge tmyg warrior fantasies. Endless

horseback rides, battles without quarter, piles of skulls

these evoke in me a terrible del
per son. Il dm a group, an ar my. I I

for one hundred thousand warriors. | relate my tbretr 6 s
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seizures to this rage. What horse is carrying him alf&y?
(Plate 3.9)

These sketched battles are infused with all his despair, fury and aggressiveness,
all the feelingt owar ds his brotherdéds condition
Furthermore, the dveing of epic battles is a way for him to come to terms with
epilepsy. It is his way of understanding the condition, as a huge battle inside
his brotherds body; he visualises in de
reality that is a seizure. The fitd JearChristophe make sense,abattlefield,
asthe violence between two armiessthe organised use of weapons, trauma
and death.

The battles become more and more magnificent; it is not only historical
armies that fight, it is metaphysical creaturds JeatChr i st opdgete 6s st at
worse, it is obvious that he will never be able to win his battle, so the more
detached from reality are the drawings, the more mysterious and dark figures
interfere on the battlefield. All the fear and anger, the powssmess and
awkwardness of the situation are expressed on paper, imalgesof daemons
and fairies and ghosts and skeletons, images of horror that the young author has
internalised, through his experience not only with the sick brother, but also
withhispar ent sé6 dubious -@bBt hetepbtdsreptitleg

The family has chosen to fight this battleasipeculiar manner. After all
conventional weapons have been proved usébedsave not been tried at all in
the fear of making things worses & the case of braisurgery)they try a
series of dubious approaches, such as macrobiotics and occultism. All are to be
proven false hopes, and Je@mhr i st opheds S i tapdé,t i@ on de
despite the desperate efforts of the family. However tt fiever stops, any
futile solution will be followed by a new potential miracle cure, only to let
everyone down a short while later. Every time this happensQdan i st opheds
parents roll up their sleeves and discover new odd prospect$ angemore

pronounced remedy.

143 |bid. pp. 1819.
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My father doesn't like war

t's all Jear-Chnistophe ordd I are interestect
e spend our days crawing battie scenes

2 MHerg are

Y the /V(of_go!:;
atlac<ing
the. Great

Wali of

Ching,

washing ever
it in .

Mar-co

My Favorite historical Figure
is Gerghis Kivan, I discovered
b whf';; readting book< s or
olo.

His STory 18 just bke in "Michel

._‘,’fro‘qo} ' but worse.

2

iz e

o T ey

I¥s my own corner of The

past, Here I'm Free To indulge
my warrior Fanfasies

.-_,-'_:' £
g,;%;:f;.-'!,,,, <54

The story begins in the mitl 9 6 0 6 s a ti

Erdiess horsebacks rides, batties without quarter, piles of s<ulls -« these evexe in me a
e rble celight

PLATE 3.9 Epil

eptic, p. 18

me

of

change

Algerian War has finished just a couple of years ago, and its impact is still

fresh on the consciousness of the Frepebple May 1968 is a few years

ahead, and the entire social order is being recreated, reinvented and delivered

i nto

new times:

t he

New Age.

Everyt hing

n the

To create thdtotal ambiance of the modernized home,

the totality of usevalues in the home had to be newly

adapted

to capitalist

mass production

through the

development offidesigrd: a functionalist aesthetic that
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would render the components uniform, or compatible, the
stovesink-refrigerator flowing together in a seasss,

white-andchrome unit, the design of the objects and their
context mutually reinforcing each other in a seamless

ambiance?®*

Into this new fiwhite-andchrome environment, where tradition is
fading and familial ties are constantly untwisted, wherdgiogl is not a
powerful fortress, and even traditional medicine is subverted by the movement
of antipsychiatry, JealChr i st opheods il 1l ness Comes
unstoppable plague, impossible for the family to deal witd break of a social
promisefomibet t er diayso to come

The family is a dynamic schema, constantly reinventing itself in the
l ight of each mdahabater d s laka thdt getsitutbylent ifL i k e
someone throws a little stone, so the body of the family is vulnerable to
unexpectd, sudden and violent interferences. Births, deaths, illnesses, shatter
the protective frame each household builds around itself and throws the family
into the quest for a new equilibrium: the endless chase of balance and harmony,
a new fragile construan to support them (at least for a while). In return the
tensions developedin the family shape individual personalities and
psychopathologies as wekpileptic features a example of dramatic family
dynamics, where every issue affecting one of its mesningpactson every
other member and sentlse family pitching on waves of uncertainty. Jean
Christopheos il Il ness, t he dominant el e
important familial traumata but at the same time it bears within it all minor
malaises, \wich reemerge continuously, get attached to this larger problem
thatisJeatChr i st opheds epilepsy and create a
every single member of the family, from the tragic parents to the younger
sister, Florence.

Even thougltEpilepticis an autobiography of its author, it is at the same
time the biography not only of his sick brother, but of the whole family as well
Tgoing back to the extended family by reciting the -$iferies of the

grandparents and gregtandparents. It is cleahdt the past of the family is

144 Kristin Ross,Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French
Culture, October Books (Cambridge, Mass., etc.,: MIT P., 1996)92.
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iImportant for the narrator to explain (or simddying into frame) the current

condition of his family. Andt is not merely the actuahistorical,past; during

the adventures in searchof J&amr i st ophe6s masraergssa he f atl
mediumwho will bring them in touch with their previous lives, the unresolved

issues of which have beesccording to the mediurg, constant burden up until

t heir current reincarnation. The mot her

FaetiTag is a spit the psychic told me about. He haunts
my mother. They lived together in an earlier life. He was a
clockmaker in Austria. They were happy. He would like to
live with her again, by any means possible.

T Already back when my mother was expecting a second
child, he wanted to be reincarnated in that child so that we
could live together again.

1 thought you were an only child.

TYour grandmother had an abortion. She was too poor to
raise a second child. As a result FAedg was unable to
reincarnate himself.

i Oh...

Who is this spirit who opens up the closgf family
secrets and spills its contents for everyone to see?

T Now your father and | have to make another child, into
whi ch hedol | reincarnate himself
again.

i'Yay! A KID BROTHER! A kid brother!

A kid brother who wonoét be sick.
heal the wounds opened by the eldest one. A kid brother
who will bring us happiness.

iThat s out of the question.
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Soon we give up the s®Ynces. It
(Plate 3.10)

According to the psyciic, there s a Karmic, Flogerce omes out of her reading in a state.
link< bedwean us. I¥S ro inciclerce. that we've of Shock . She. has no anmor to proteck her.
Founct ous toagether

Soort we gve. g on the.
s ol Blehet angeit

mhopl Fi»d .;;cvwhmg extvaordinary, vot i Stupid waKesbelieve . What T waritect 1o do
5 Faik with H

PLATE 3.1Q Epileptic, pp. 15+152

This ninepanel sequence is illustrated with skeletons moving from
being the dominant element into the backgroumkig there, waiting to
emerge again, to mingle with the living addaw life from their vividness.
Monsters are dominating the view, but they are not scary. The graphic
monsters inEpileptic cannot scare anyon#jey existas a vivid mix of the
obvious and the elusive, the visual that can be perceived by the reader and the
hidden drama which can be described fever fully understood. Later in the
story, during a constantlymminent breakdown, Jea@hristophe announces
that he is going to die so that he can later be reincarnated as a new (healthy)
child in his mot he rlieshe Mechetist;fronghestart.h at he
This reproduction of t he medi umds
attachment problem which has disrupted familial dynamics from the beginning

of the story. Jeafhristophe i§ has always beéna child who does not want

1458, Epileptic pp. 151152.
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to grow up, doesiot want to assume the responsibilities of adulthood. As a
result he embraces his illness, he lets his illness consume him, he gives up
completely epilepsy becomes the principal part of his identity, because
throughthis he can fulfil his semconsciouswish to remain in the maternal

womb and never be taken away from it:

You can't stay here
afl by ¢ Self”
er'r’z;‘ do?

PLATE 3.11 Epileptic, p. 302

TMa... | wanna stay home with you!
iYou c an 0 tlean@hoistophle hobk, your father
and me, we work!

TMa...
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IiYou cané6t stay harnteldl lyoluy dydur s e
TWel | . .. I 611 wor k..

iDoing what? YoulbOve got cl asses |
never attend. Her e yo Jdah | end wup
Christophel*® (Plate 3.11).

At the end of this dialogue Je&hristophe fits violently. Epilepsy is his refuge
from growing up. He is determinedly epileptic, and always will be. This is his
permanent identity, and he will never try to change it. The illness has
consumed him, has deprived him from all he could benimstly because of
his eagerness for this to m.

The epilogue of the booleaturesDavi d B. 6s dream from
September 261999. He entitles iKisses It starts with him as a child, tucked
in bed when his mother comes to kiss him goodnight. She bends towards him
in a clumsy way and onlgnanages to hurt him when her forehead knocks his
front teeth. Then his brother comes to wish goodriighs a current version of
his brotherds appearance, bl oated and s
no reminiscence of the child he used to be.gdts on a chair and plans to
jump on smallPierreF r a nin aniagempt to hug him. His body disappears
from the bedJeanChristopheis frustrated when the father walks in trying to

figure out what is going on. The scenery changes and they are allgartten:

iYoubve got to | et your brother hu
il donét mind if he does, just not
JeanChristophereproaches me violently. | am at one end
of the garden as if at the end of a shooting gallery. From
the other end my sister blows me a kisattreaches me.
My fat her i's at the second store
hug me but he seems to hesitate.

face to face wit.h him. But 106m in

All the hurt, fear and trauma of his yearly interaction with the family is present

in this dream. Everyone but his little sister is trying to hurt him, even though he

148 |bid. p. 302.
147 |bid. pp. 353-354
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can acknowledge that this is not their actual intention. The communication is
broken, and even at his time of hurt and fear all the attention is turned to his
older brothe. He is literally invisible, even when the actual intention of his
parents is to offer affection to him. On the next page he and his brother ride a
pair of horses out of the window and into the night. The last few pages are a
confession to his brothedvh en youdéd have a seizure
were floating off somewhere, that your spirit was leaving. Joining the dead... in
hell... in some other dimension. | had this fantasy that if | climbed onto a horse
| could find you, tear you away fromighdaily, recurring death, and carry you

back to lifep**®

His brother changes faces, the dialogue goes on and on, he is
trying to deal with it. He is trying to make sense of his life. He is trying to

redeem himself, maybe for being healthy and unable @ hekthe end of the

dream (and the book) his face becomes

merged and he can now sigfhe Ena.

148 |bid. pp. 355-356
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CHAPTER FOUR

Blankets Religiously and Socially Constructed Constraints

A blanket is something cdorting, something to inspire confidence and trust;

it is used by toddlers to relax when upset and as a sleeping aid. Blankets can be
associated with disafe place, somewhere to hide from the world and be

protected from harmBlanketsis the title Craig hompson has given to his

graphic autobiography, a book that has nothing to do with the ideal of a safe

place. It is the story of growing up in Wisconsin in the 19¥980s, in an

Evangelical Christian family, and of all the constraints, imposed guilt and
repression this has inflicted wupon a vy
development. This is a different book to the previous two we have been
considering so far. It is primarily focused on the autmamator himself,

making it more personal, and allowimgore room for the presentation of his
owninternal conflict rather than the traumata and struggles of other people in

the family. It presents more clearly the effects of growing up, since the plot is

not disoriented by massive, objective dramas as unddlybis the Holocaust

in Maus or a debilitating illness as the
across a different type of trauma here: and its presentation takes place in a

more personal style and narrating tempo. Since the story is so much internal,

and itseffects are internal as well, the entire of the presentation is appearing as
particularly personal, without being distracted by the dramas of others.

The book starts by exposing episode:
brot her Phil 6s cHaiethe dameddd,when they weresliglel t o s
Thus, it starts in the most intimate room, where people go to sledptdhdir
guards down, the room where dreams and nightmares happen. The opening
sequence narrates a nightly quarrel about the blankets tingfs lihe strict
father roaring upstairs in their bedroom to punish the boys by sending little Phil

to sleep in the Acubby hol eod:

The cubby hole was the forgotten room of our house.
Hidden behind the removable wood panelling in the

playroom, lurked this sp of space with splintery, rotting
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floorboards... and its own barely breathable atmosphere of
suspended dust. Uninsulated, unlit, and uninhabited
except by spiders and vermin (we heard skittering within
the walls at night) and a few dust filled cardlwbaoxes,

the cubby hole was best LEFT forgottéh(Plate 4.1).

Uninsulated, unlit, and
uninhabited — except by
spiders and vefm«'n(we heard
Sf\lf‘{("/ﬂg within tne walls
at night) and a few duSt-
illed cardboard boxes,

Was the forgotten
room of our house,

The CuBBY HOLE \\

Lurked this Strip

e
Splintery, rottin
ﬁF?ooryboard.s‘ . lﬂ

removeaele
Wood Panelfng
in the
playroom,

AN

P

oo and its

\ own barely

\t breathable
.\ gtmosphere
\ \w of suspended

e Cd:;by ho/e was £’>€Sf
LEFT —forgotten.

PLATE 4.1: Blankets pp. 1516

Phil is taken in a dark place for the night as a punishment for unacceptable
behaviour, but Craig is punished in a more suitable widgw you have the

bed al to yourself; are you happ§?*° asks the father with the gravest look on
his face. Guilt and remorse is the immediate effect on Craig, an effect that will

carry through his adolescence and early adulthood.

149 Craig ThompsorBlankets : An lllustrated NovéMarietta, Ga.: Top Shelf, 2009)p. 15
16.
150 |bid. p. 64.
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In his second theory of the psychical appar&nesid, moving on from
his original topographic theory (dividing the psychical apparaiu®
Conscious, Preonscious and Unconscigusroposes a structural model of the
psyche based on the idea of three diverse and distinct agencies, namely id, ego
and supeego™* If id refers to the basic instinctual psychic needs and urges of
the person, the ego is the realistic, down to earth expression of psychic
function. The supeego however is the moral critic, the scrutiniser, a constant
and ever present judge inasige of fulfilling the social commands and making
sure that the person is following the norms, thus not running the risk to find
itself ostracized from the community. The most obvious, anst frequent, the
voice of the supeego is the voice of the partsnthese early judgegho are
responsible for imposing our initial sense of the social order.

However, Freudos t heories about t h
apparatus were (like most of his theories) challenged and altered through
different approaches,umc h t o hi s and his foll owerso
born and analysed in Vienna by Ferenczi, migrated to London in her forties,
after meeting Alix Strachey at the Berlin Psychoanalytic Institute, in 1926. She
was one of the first child analysts, and ark stirred animosity among the
psychoanalytic circle&? culminating to a long and fierce enmity with Anna
Freud, which outlasted her father, and resulted into the formation of two
opposing psychoanalytic groups, which later grew more apart. Her differen
theories on the formulation of the superego and the formulation of the Oedipal
Complex was the basis of her argument
argument against herfAccording to Klein, the internal world of the small
child is a mass of destrisg and anxious fantasies, redolent with unconscious
images of mayhem and death. For Freud, the child is a selfish savage; for
Klein, it is a murderous cannilidf® However, Klein was presenting her
finternal objectd emphasis as a developméiind not oppsitionit o Fr eud 6 s

theory of the superego, andindebde r descr i ption is not di

1517, Laplanche, J. B. Pontalis, and Institute of Psyafalysis (Great Britain)lhe Language
of PsycheAnalysis(London: Karnac and the Institute of Psyohalysis, 1988)pp. 449453
and 130143

152 7aretsky,Secrets of the Soul : A Social and Cultural History of Psychoanaty<3§4.

153 Gay, Freud : A Life for Our Time$.468.
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[ T] he personds conscience is a §pr
of his early relations to his parents. He has in some sense

internalized his parentshas taken them into himself.

There they become a differentiated part of his ébis

superegd and an agency which advances against the rest

of his ego certain requirements, reproaches, and

admonitions, and which stands in opposition to his

instinctual impuses™*

As a result, the parental attitude towards naughtiness can be a decisive factor in
how the child will grow to perceive guilt. ThHbad boy/bad gidimage can be
carried through the entire life, and it will colour each and every decision,
atttudeand t he personds perception of the w

Often the (Freudian) supego turns out to be even stricter and more
restraining than the actual parents have ever been, and this is because the
memory of scolding or punishment has been magnifiedrasult of the guilt it
inflicted. The function of the sup&go can at times be horribly restraining for
the development of the person, and overcoming it, or rather harnessing it
entails hard work and conscious effort. The aftertaste of an encountehavith
superego is mostly guilt. The deeply rooted feeling that what we do (or think
or feel), is in some way filthy, impure and wrong.

But Kl ei nds stance on the superego
According to Zaretsky:dFreud conceptualized the supgweas a psychic
agency to be understood in terms of its place within a structure, not as a
personification. Klein, by contrast, viewed psychic structiig ego and
superegp as composed wholly of object representaidrisSt i | |, Kl ei n
approach was inn@ative and groundbreaking, and her work on child analysis
comprises a breakthrough extended further in the years that followed. Her view
on the development of the psychic apparatus is rather graphic, portraying a

different functionality of supeego betwee adults and children:

154 Melanie Klein,Love, Guilt, and Reparation, and Other Works, 19945 Free Press ed.,
The Writings of Melanie Klein (New York: Free Press, 1984248.

155 7aretsky,Secrets of the Soul : A Social and Cultural History of Psychoanapysi256
257.
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In the adult, it is true, we find a supego at work which

I's a great deal more severe than
in reality, and which is in other ways by no means

identical with them. Nevertheless it approximates them

more @ less. But in the small child we come across a

superego of the most incredible and phantastic character.

[ ... 1. We get to | ook upon the
devoured, or cut up, or torn to pieces, or its terror of being

surrounded and pursued by mengciigures, as a regular

component of its mental life; and we know that the fman

eating wolf, the firespewing dragon, and all the euvil

monsters out of myths and faisgories flourish and exert

their unconscious influence in the phantasy of each

individual child, and it feels itself persecuted and

threatened by those evil shapes.

Fantasyis dominant here, and impressions of consumption, violence and

the body being torn to pieces are visualised vividly. The visual imagery

described by Klein, spurting drdy from the Unconscious, is

i mmedi ately recognised in Thomsonds gr a
his childhood memories ( &plepbtictahe same goc

we saw in the previous chapter). Klein concludes:

But I think we can know more thanishl have no doubt

from my own analytic observations that the real objects

behind those i maginary, terrifyin
own parents, and that those dreadful shapes in some way

or other reflect the features of its father and mothers,

however distorted and phantastic the resemblance may

be 157

156 Klein, Love, Guilt, and Reparation, and Other Works, 19945 p. 249.
57 |bid. p. 249.

108



An autobiography is a return to these initial steps that made someone
the person they are today. It takes a lot of strength and insight to return
mentally to the terrifying helplessness of childhood #&nd in a sense more
than a return, it is a recurrence. Narrating the past is not a simple statiément,
Is an act of reliving it, reevaluating it and going through it anew. Bamri975,
Thompson publishes his graphic autobiography in 2003, so heswimiebook
when heis not yet thirty. The book is mostly a narration of his childhood and
teenage years and in this narration, in his presentation of himself as the child he
used to be, we can see the wild, roaring imaginary and terrifying builghireg
his superego step by steficielled by the guiltembedded in his upbringing.

Craig Thomson uses the graphic medium to narrate his story of subtly
inflicted psychological terrorism. When the fatHercesPhil to sleepin the
cubby hole, one single image sumisas the terror and awe the place inspires
in the children. The panel is framed awry, the point of view located at the
bottom right, showing the fatherds enol
which is momentarily represented as the ferocious mouth ofdabeast, a
crocodile, or something of similar fieriness, with huge sharp teeth, pointy
tongue and an empty reptilian eye. Terrible figures of skinny, tortuous
monsters fill in the rest of the cubby hole, while behind the father, at the frame
of the open dor we can see Phil with his eyes open wide in terror (drawn as a
full circle), horrorstruck in the prospect of spending the night in there. The
panel is not only a graphic representation of something horrible, it is staging
the worst fears of the childhey are all there, in the bold lines that sketch out
the fatherdéds harsh hands, t hauncbedr vy | i
backs, and particularly the cerdframed bewildered face of little Phil. The text
is placed above and below the image, auwitfrom it, something which is not a
standard method of comics presentation. In this particular case though, the
picture is so forceful, giving the sens
becoming the most important aspect, narrating the stora aletailed and
elaborate level The pages that follow comprise a string of fldsltks
explaining how Craig has always beénpathetic old brothéf® in his own
words; words that reveal an inherent repressed guilt which is demonstrated as

reasonable ifve examine the actual events (he caused a fight which forced his

158 ThompsonpBlankets : An lllustrated Novagp. 18.
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little brother to sleep in a scary place), but which goes deeper into a guilt
production mechanism deriving from the social and religious environment
where Craig has been brought up.

Thebul di ng up of this guilt which comp
identity is dominantthroughout the novel. Early in the book we are presented
with a scene from Craigbds <classroom. Tt
writing papers and turning to Craiggmarks in front of the whole clasd/ou
get an OF6. An O6F06 for O6FILTHO®6 not for
Craig? An eight page poem about people eating... excrement. [...]. This is
FI LTH! I know your mot her and seheds a
would be DISGUSTED with this. She would be disgusted WiBlUa"*° The
mischievousness or childish naughtiness is presented as amwp@rdefect
of the child, instilling the idea of sin and personal blame.

I/l now hand back the

ld
She would be B s s e

disgusted with YOU.

If only God could Forgive me for
all the times I pictured people
€ating -their owh excremen+<.

You wait here,
while I go tell
Craig the JOHEL

PLATE 4.2: Blankets p. 29

159 |bid. pp. 27-29.
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Craig receivesthe scolding passively. He cries in despair, but the
source of the despair is difficult to define. He feels that he is being mistreated,
but at the same time his deeply installed sense of guilt makes him feel
responsible for all that has happened; thisragealed not only through
illustration, but in the capitalised and highlighted text as well, which gives an
extra layer ¢ volume to the whole incidenGuilt wins the battle in the end,
and Craig never reacts efficiently to the moral injustice inflietpan him on
this or other occasiondde hasno other way to react than to punish his
tormentors byimagining them eating their own excremett® (Plate 4.2)a
picture drawn in a violently succulent manner, disgusting as it is filled with
rage and despair. Thagdoominable image is followed by an explanation: a three
page flaskback to describe the sexual abuse Craig and his brother have
suffered at the hands of a male babysitter.

VoU/é turn..,
but first we

RE”
furny, hih?

PLATE 4.3: Blankets p. 31

180 |hid. p. 29.
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The connection is straightforward; it is graphicglkesented as cause
and effect. The first two panels of the babysitter story are embodied in the
largest panel of people eating excrement. It is thus directly associated with that
strand. The babysitter isforming the two children that he has something
funny to tell them, but he can only tell them one at a tideethen takes Craig
aside and they disappear behind a closed door. When they come back the
babysitter laughs loudly, while Craig sniggers uneasily, his face sunken, his
eyes cloudy. Phil is roaringith enthusiasmdVY TURN, MY TURN! [...]. It
must be REALLY funny, huit?®*Cr ai g doesnodtinangwagt t
(Plate 4.3) He doesnot protect his younge
for him to carry, which reinforces the already dominasmse of guilt. He is
staring hopelessly as the babysitter is taking his brother to the other room
where he knows exactly what is going to happen to him. The last scene of this
sequence is contained in a black cl
covas his arching body, as he is leaning over his desk, back in the classroom
where everyone is still laughing over his failed poem. He has been unable to
take action rebel, assert his rights or find comfort in family and school. His
one rebellion acithe excrement poein has been met with more scolding,

proving to him that he is not only helpless, but mistaken if he thinks he can

O ar
r br

oud

seek help (or even payback). The commun

areindeed due to religious beliefs) are more intpot than little Craig and his
problems. Purity in expression is more important than a anyloshg out for
help.

Religion is a recurring theme Blankets it comprises one of the major
factors contributing t o t he-egbothremart
tormenting unconsciougu i | t . I n a discussion of

concerning sin and guiltVilliam Shuter points out that:

Like conscience, with which it is frequently equated, the
superego can be unforgiving, inflexible, eveneatrand
sadistic in its treatment of the self. In actual practice,
therefore, psychoanalysis as a mode of therapy attends

less to realistic or normal guilt than to unconscious guilt

161 |bid. pp. 30-31.
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and to such guibenerated conditions as depression and
obsessiveness, ogitions that the Church has learned to
recognize from centuries of experience in the

confessional*®?

Even though the story takes place in an Evangelical parish it is safe to say that
in Blanketsthe church is playing a major structural role (akin tortile Shuter
ascribes to the Catholic churcim) the formation of the sup&ygo, the agency

that psychoanalysis is combating using more or less fierce methoits
continuing endeavour to free the individual from pathological restraints. The
doctrine of ¢ is a powerful mental image, not only because it invokes the idea
of punishment, but because it is based on the geperaéptionof one not

being worth of being loved and appreciated.

Shuter continuesdt is not fear but rather the love of God, whom si
offends, that serves as the motive of that perfect contrition that itself obtains
forgiveness. The capacity of the superego to evoke love as well as fear
indicates that it functions as something more than an agent csetiny and
selfjudgmen&® It is not a fear of punishment that is dominant, it is the fear
of not being worthy of Godds | ove that
the protagonist tied to the laws of his church and community for many years.
Everything i n do@odagsdhe churchfpresentssHimraedlHeést e
wishes, particularly Jesus and his sacrifice for the sake of human race, every
little aspect of the everyday has to be relevant to this sacrifice and everything it
represents.

The visual medium is revelatory:ahnternal conflict is uncontainable
on the paper, expressed on a multilevel, involving elements of the plot which
reveal a cartography of the unconscious operation. Important progress in the
course of the story takes place within a drawn deliritiiius, he transition
between childhood and adolescencgraphically portrayedhrough the visual
metaphor of heaven. Little Craig is attending Sunday school being soulfully
lectured on the idea of heaven and the eternity, on how tiny and unimportant

life on eath is compared to the eternal bliss of heaven. The frame shifts from

152 william Shuter, "Sharing Our Humanity: The Psychological Power of the Catholic Mass,"
American imago63, no. 1 (2006)p. 9.
183 |bid. p. 10.
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the classroom into a cloudy wuniverse:
| wanted Heaven. And | grew up STRIVING for that world... an ETERNAL
world... that would wash away my TEMP@AR Y mi $*¢Plate 8.4).

At that moment
g1 oo, And L grew up
1 knew what I wanted. STRIVING for

that world--

/"
N

--4h
ETERNAL
world =~

d
Wash away m
ﬁMPoRAylzy’“ \
misery.

s/ 52

PLATE 4.4: Blankets pp. 51-52

The child of seven or eight who treads carefully on the clouds is being
transformed into an adolescent; naked and pure he is falling onto the clouds,
safe from harm in this ideal world of imagiion, which is so very different
from the real world, the world of the classroom bullies and the abusing baby
sitter, the world which does not welcome the differé@hhis world is not my
home; | 6m onl YW? plainssLCraiy,gandtst heodlivey tsrly
puberty as if he was only a guest in this world, someone temporary who will
soon be delivered to a better place. passion for drawingeem to keep him
away from God, (this is what His instructors tell Craig anyway) thus he decides

to burn down dlhis drawings, destroy everything that gets between him and

154 Thompson,Blankets : An lllustrated Novgbp. 51-52.
185 |bid. p. 53.
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his imagined and imaginary heaven, alter his identity for the sake of religion
and the promised salvation. He packs all of his art @adesit in an iron
barrel to burn, as a sacrifice to Gatlwanted to burn all my memorig¥®
(Plate 4.5).What we see in the image m®t the papers and drawings being
burnt, but an internal conflict, with his own body being tormented and torn,
shaken and exploding, all leading to a glorious-faije panel whe
nightmarish creaturesscape from his mouth, as demons escape from afflicted

souls upon the word of the Lord in the New Testament.

But really | wanted <o burn

these childhood grtifacts,

because the (ines - meant
for escape -Sérved as

a reminder instead.

PLATE 4.5: Blankets pp. 5960

Adam Phillips points out how:

A capacity for guilt seems to define our sense of vidtd
be human; on this psychoanalysis and the Judaeo

Christian religions agree. Freud simply added the idea of

168 |bid. p. 59.
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unconscious guili and the violence of guilt itsélfto the
picture, seeing it, towards the end of his life, as a
fundamental obstacle to psy@wmalytic cure; the patient
desperately needs his symptoms as a punishment. His

symptoms are his curé’

In this case we are presented with some dashing violence in the drawing of this
sequence, there is fear and despair, a situation in which pain istéawtedor
the solution that cannot be found, indeed a situation in whietsymptom is
the cureand if not a permanent cure (this would be impossible anyway) at least
a temporary relief from pain and despair. A temporary solution which has the
imposing power to establish itself as permanent if there is no appropriate or
incidental timely escape

Where is the real source of all this fear, torment and guilt? In the next
page the session from the Sunday school continues, with the instructor from
before duing the same session, leaving the subject of heaven behind and

moving forward in her argument:

But i f you donoét ask Jésus in yc
eternity in HELL. And Hell i's the
the worst place you could ever imaginghereyou are on

fire, being BURNED and in constant PAIN... A pain that

HURTS SO MUCH that the Bible says you will NEVER

STOP SCREAMI NG or GRI NDI NG your
completely DARK and all around you are the sounds of

other people screaming and MOANING. [.But worse

of al |, y ou canot find these pe
forever. [...]. And you can hear
to them or COMMUNICATE or CONSOLE each other in

your pain®®®

It is after this long speech that the story returns to the initial sequefnthe
blankets fight and the father rebukes Craig for having argued with his brother,

167 Adam Phillips,On Flirtation (London, etc.,: Faber, 1994). 141.
188 ThompsonpBlankets : An lllustrated Novgbp. 61-63.
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as mentioned in the beginning of the chapter. In the structure of the novel, the

sequence of the flashbacks is strategically built so as to bring forth the

understanohg of an enormous guilt, this monster of reproach that haunted

Craigbs childhood and drove him through
Shuter presents in hisngthyargument the pathology of the notion of

sin and guilt and its very relation to psychoanalysis:

Psychoanalysis has much less to say about sin than about

guilt, but about guilt it has a good deal to say. It is the

capacity of the ego to observe, criticize, and accuse itself,

activities exemplified in what the Church calls the

fiexamination of conscieed and that led Freud to

postulate a superego. Although guilt has its precursor in

the fear of retaliation, its full internalization and

structuralization are not completed until around age six,

very close to the Churchoés age of
superego i s t hus t he | at est of

agencies to be activate?f.

As a result, he mind of a child at the age of seven or eight who feels
unforgivableiin a sense unclearis bound to be burdened by a variety of
disturbances, many of whichrea presented inBlankets through artful
illustrations. The physiology of the medium makes these demonstrations clear
and obvious, very piercing and convincing since it is able to aggravate a variety
of sensory agents for the reader to perceive the tot@lityhat the artist is
trying to express. It is a matter of the immediacy of the medium, its capacity
for expressing what there is to be expressed on more than one level, addressing
more than one sensory receptor of the reader, expanding its penetrating an
expressive ability. The imagery of guilt, redemption, punishment and suffering
is as dominant as it is prevailin@lanketsis in this respect different from the
previous works we have seen so far, because it relies on the fine graphic detail
much more han the scenario and the plot to bring its message forth. In this

case Craig cannot justify his suffering with the strong fsioky of genocide

189 Shuter, "Sharing Our Humanity: The Psychological Power of the Catholic Mgs$-9.
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or a seriously ill brother. To many people his suffering cannot be understood,
and many would agree that hishumging wasfistandard, if a bit strict,
nothing serious to complain about, other than the {sithgr incident (which

could, so they argue, be a constructed memory) but in other aspects has been
even privileged. Thompson is using the power of the grapieidium to defy

any such potential arguments. What cannot be put into words is presented
graphically with force and vigour, @fing an insight to his vergoul, not
merely his memories and feelings, but his pain: pain described naked and
brutal all throudy the story.

The rural community in which Craig is raised is sternly conservative. It is not
only sexual love that is not permitted; any manifestation of love except for the
love for Jesus is sinful and thus always condemned. By disobeying the rules
onerisks eternal damnation. The children of the story have grown up deprived
of affection, offered the moral and psychological support they need only in the
abstract idea of God. This support though comes burdened with the enormous
load of sin. Little Craig ries to find comfort in his loneliness and social
isolation by prayingd 6 m sorry, God, for sneaking c
and not reading the Bible and not witnessing to people and picking on my little
brother and calling slaywtoootanydlddihesSodn and d
that one time and disappointing my parents and everything else. Please, forgive
med'’® But abstract entities cannot give practical forgiveness, and the guilt
keeps weighing on him reinforced by his faith, declared in his evgryda
behaviour and decisions.

The concept of religion is vague and remote, and its doctrines in most
cases depend almost exclusively on accepting something that we cannot

understand. In his bodRksychoanalysis and Religipgrich Fromm notes that:

Frequetly authoritarian religion postulates an ideal which

is so abstract and so distant that it has hardly any

connection with the real life of real people. To such ideals

as O0life after deathdé or o6the fut

happiness of persons livingpere and now may be

10 ThompsonBlankets : An lllustrated Nobep. 87.
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sacrificed; the alleged ends justify every means and
become symbols in the names of which religious or

secular 6eliteso cont¥'ol the 1live

The sacrifice of the individual for the benefit of the afterlife is iasmegly
obvious in the case d@lankets particularly because the time of the narration is
not a faraway darlage era, and the place is not some primal, backward,
fundamentalist community, but it is a representation of the American mid
western States of ¢hlate 1970s, roughly until the 1990s.

The truth is that this Evangelical Christian community of Wisconsin is
presented here as conservative and fundamentalist as any oppressive regime
could be. The question of American religious fundamentalism becaere ev
more urgent after the 9/11 attacks on a political level. The many faces of the
USA are puzzling and seductive, leaving the spectator wondering how one
country can combine the liberalism of New York, the liberality of Hollywood
and the conservatism of Rland (to mention only few of the USAdifferent
identities). The answer to this question lies somewhere in the foundation of the
nation, the first toembracemulticulturalism and accept all nationalities and
traditions as equal, forming a united natioomprising many oppositioal,
even conflicting elementsPoehlman, Uhlmann, Tannenbaum and Bargh
approach the apparent domination of religious conservatism in the USA as
such:

One reason for this disparity (although by no means the
onlyone)isAmericds uni que cultur al herit a
founded, to a sigficant degree, by PuritaProtestants

fleeing religious persecution. A sallection process, in

which especially devout Protestants left England to settle

in the New World, may help explain theergistent

prominence of religion in American lifé?

1 Erich Fromm,Psychoanalysis and ReligigNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1950).
36-37.

1727 Andrew Poehlman Eric Luis Uhlmann, David Tannenbaum, John A. Bargh, "Implicit
Puritanism in American Moral CognitionJburnal of Experimental Social Psychology
47(2011)p. 313.
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This is an explanation of what materials created this amalgam, the
melting pot that is the American nation but does not explain the mechanism
that was used in order for one of them to dominate in cupwitical thought.

The observation and explanation of these reasons are going far beyond this
study and should be the subject of social and political science, we need
however to acknowldge the fact that conservatism American society can

have an effet not only on politics, bualsoon the psychological status of the
individual (political conservatism is actually a consequence of this personal
conservatism, as people are political beings and their personal ideology is at
large reflected in the politad tendencies of every given state).

o1 but first you
need o tell me
JOuR name.

PLATE 4.6: Blankets p. 91
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Back in Blankets Craig reaches adolescence in the environment and
with the mentality described above, until the day he meets Raina in a Baptist
church camp. Her significance for the stlecomes obvious from the way she
Is introduced. The centre left panel on a full page; all other panels overflowing
with people, figures squashed in the small space, one over another. In her panel
Raina alone turns her head and introduces herself insiiplicity: d 6 m
Raina)'"® (Plate 4.6)She is the one and only and dominating the whole page
with a face sweet and ingenuous. Craig finds her again hiding in the games
room, wanting to be away from the crowd, this crowd that lives according to
the letter d faith but so far from the spirit. They hide together, skipping chapel,
sleeping instead. This is when the first teenage love occurs for Craig along with
the first sensory awakening; watching Raina sleeping, in need and fear of
touching her; a touch thatould be so far from the doctrines of his faith, but so

desirable and indeed essential for him:

| needed to touch her but | was hesitant. Her hair was silky

and sprawled across her forehead. | smoothed it back and

tacked it behind her ear. She was rdstHud yet her

eyebrows were knit in a worried manner, forming a

permanent furrow upon her brow. What was she worried

about? The rec room furnace activated. A couple of

clumsy clanks and then it eased into a soothing hum... a

warm purr that wrapped itselfbaut the room. | kept

running my hand through her hair.

| couldnét help it 1t lulled her

All three pages of this sequence are lacking in panels, the figures of the
two teenagers are running loose on the page dlsence of frame is a
narrative device, according to Eisner, who considers the panel border as a
significant aspect of the visual langudgeln the case of the complete absence

of frame he notes:

13 ThompsonBlankets : An lllustrated Novgb. 91.

4 |bid. pp. 125128.

SWill Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art: Principles and Practices from the Legendary
CartoonistThe Will Eisner Library: Instructional Textbookiléw York: W.W. Norton &
Company Inc., 2008pp. 44-45.
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The nonframe speaks to unlimited space. It has theceffe

of encompassing unseen but acknowledged background.
[...]. A frameds shape (or the
ability to become more than just a proscenium through

which a comicdbs action i s seen:

story itself. It can be useto convey something of the
dimension of sound and emotional climate in which the
action occurs, as well as contributing to the atmosphere of
the page as ahole **°

Thompsonuses the absent frame frequently. This gives an almost
supernatural fluencto his work. The reader is lost in a Reppace, aware that
the surroundings are implied, but losing themselves into the story which lies
outside realisminatimepace of fantasy. Rai nads

well, as they watch her bodielon the blank page. The page is being used as a

akt

e

canvas to demonstrate the significance

of Craig, the hands that hesitantly cling; the representation of a reluctant
affection, much needed but still alien. This is thetftrace of eroticism in the
novel. Eroticism is the second more profound elemeBiankets the opposite
of the strict religious doctrines, in constant conflict with those doctrines; a
conflict that is creative and results in the building up of tie¢, phe design and
Craigbs character.

Georges Bataille, publisden 1957 a controversial study of eroticism,
discussing the pattern upon which the human race came to denounce sexuality
as something filthy and impure and to replace it with social argices laws

which have created the repressed figure that is modern atinese

i nterminable millennia correspond with

animal nature. He emerged from it by working, by understanding his own
mortality and by moving imerceptibly from unashamed sexuality to sexuality
with shame, which gave birth to erotici@M’ Eroticism is thus, according to
Bataille a paraproduct of this collision between society and human nature,

created by the force of the suppressed need for atstio be expressed and

178 |bid. pp. 44-45.
17 Georges BatailleEroticism(London ; New York: Boyars, 1987). 31.
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externalised. Bataille, a French intellectual with a wide field of academic
interests,was influenced by Freud and psychoanalysis, but also got involved
with the surrealism movement (before falling out with the founding figure,
Andr® Breton), a movement whi ch hol ds
psychoanalysis. Seeking to express an unbedindodernity, the surrealists
were attracted to psychoanalysis and its ideas of the unconscious Gtsnd:
strange logic and associational prineml its lack of any grammar; its
acceptance of contradiction; its ignorance of time, death, or negation; and its
preference for an imagistic vocabulah? However, their approach remained

at the field of the symbolic, and they refused, or ignored the tsgec
interpretation, that is so crucial in psychoanalysis:

There was one great difference between psychoanalysis
and surrealism, however. For Freud, words and images
required interpretation, while the surrealists viewed words
and images as incantationsthv magical power. Freud
sought to translate dreams into the language of waking
life; the surrealists criticized Freud for distinguishing
dream and reality, instead of combining the two into an

absolute reality or surrealify”®

This diversion of opinionir obabl y t he reason for |
with Breton as wel/l, when upon the sec
one of his dr eams f oVasefFreedirespoided rathere a m c o
coldly: a..a mere collection of dreams without the dreams 6 associ at. i
without the knowledge of the circumstances in which they occurred, tells me
nothing, and | can hardly agine what it could tell anyofé® Fr eud 6 s
relationship with the surrealist movement remained complicated until the very
end. Aboutay ear befor e Fr eu@yvsted diraimtamdon, Sal vad:

where the Freud family had resetti® avoid the Nazi threat, and managed to

178 7aretsky,Secrets of the Soul : A Social and Cultural History of Regoalysispp. 159

160.

19 |bid. p. 161.

WErederick B. Davies, "Three Let Joarmakoftier om Si g mt
American Psychaalytic Associatior21(1973)p. 128.
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impress him with higfanatical eyes and his undoubted technical mad&{ery
this occasion Dadrew his famousketch of Freudj®*

Returning to Bataille, in his study he demonstrates eroticism as a
complex manifestation of the human need to satisfy an instinctual urge within
the limitations of society. It is thusly related to the most basic elements of life:
sexuaty and death. Bataille writes®eroticism is assenting to life even in
death. Indeed, although erotic activity is in the first place an exuberance of life,
the object of this psychological quest, independent as | say of any concern to
reproduce life, is ot alien to deatir® This is an approach very close to the
Freudian notion of Thanatos, the death drive that works in addition and in
contention with Eros, the instinct towards life.

Eros and Thanatos are dominant in the living, and social structures are
built so as to administrate these unruly urges of the human race. For this reason
the sacalled primitive societies have formed a number of taboos in order to
prevent these urges going rampant. The taboo is something sacred, in the sense
that its violationis not to be forgiven or forgotten, but will have an immediate
effect upon the culprit. Societies need to be strict about the rules they impose,
since the slightest deviation from the basic rules can lead to the collapse of the
whole structure. Freud wes: 6The individual who has violated a taboo
becomes himself taboo because he possesses the dangerous aptitude of
tempting others into following his example. He arouses envy; why should he
be allowed to do things that are forbidden to others? So he lig ceatagious
in so far as each example provokes imitation, and he must therefore be avoided
himsel'®® Breaking the rules is hard and it traditionally has led to the
ostracising of the guilty parfiyor to social unrest and revolution.

The religious commuity of Blanketsis living according to a strict
religious law, that forbids indeed abolishes sexuality and all its manifestations
outside safe, impermeable, holy matrimony. These restrictions are heavy,
crippling for a teenage spirihat needs to expretise overflow of feelings in a

somatic way. The repression of the urges can lead to a number of neuroses, or

181 David CohenThe Escape of Sugmund Freflidndon JR Books 2009pp. 179180.

182 Bataille, Eroticism p. 11.

183 Sigmund Freud®n Murder, Mourning and/lelancholia(London: Penguin, 2005)p. 36-
37.
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Tcase in point to an artistic creation, complex and loaded with multiple

meanings aBlanketsss.

MoSt revedling was her
handwriting--including
the indentions triced
on each pige from
-the page above.

_You probably
wonldn’£
believe me--

Our letters were
3 Flirtation

— from
timid
notes—
to perfumed
packages overflowing
with Flowers
and poems,
7 tape-recorded
love songs,
and sweet
/@A School
nothings.

She must have been =it [ told you
pressing her pen hard,

thiS was ths s
ONE and ONLY time
[ masturéated my Senior Sedr - -

7 Her "L were

/ﬁrZ i@’}:ﬁ? (% that instead B
her (s, of Imk:rj with
: the next” letter;

--but Such
are the
will powers
provided
by Faith,

46

PLATE 4.7: Blankets pp. 145146

When Craigand Raina start their regular correspondence we see the

same pattern, the same motif as before unfolding in their communication:

Our letters were a flirtationi from timid note$ to

perfumed packages overflowing with flowers and poems,
taperecorded lovesongs, and sweet high school nothings.

Most revealing was her handwriting... including

indentions traced on each page from the page above. (She

must have been pressing her pen hard). An alluring line

looped herflos. Herfifos wherefios that instead ofriking

with the next l etter fell. You

me... if | told you this was the ONE and ONLY time |
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masturbated my senior year... but such are the will powers
provided by fain.'®* (Plate 4.7).

During this sequenceheCrpaigged sa sb oRdayi nias
before, flirting with the written material received from the girl. Her tormenting
letters, theflos and theffos ar e dr awn on the page, to
body in a sensory seduction. This body is skinny, wiry, tormented like the
picture of a saint in an old hagiography. His act of masturbations is presented
as a torment as well; it is a torment, indeed the boldest manifestation of sin and
disobedience. The end finds him curling up like a baby on the floor, holding his
head in obwus despair. Masturbation is an action absolutely forbidden and
hatefully sinful. Craig dreads the breaking of this taboo, and this fear makes
him fight between his bodily need and social repression. Freud writes on the
related subject of repression:

The prohibition owes its strengtlits obsessive character

to its relation with its unconscious opponent, the hidden
undiminished desire, an inner necessity inaccessible to
consciousness. The prohibitionés
and its power to reprodacitself reflects a process that
coincides with unconscious desire, and is particularly
faciltated by the psychological conditions of the
unconscious. The instinctual desire is constantly displaced
to elude whichever barrier it faces, and seeks to acquire
surrogated substitute objects and substitute actiofsr

that which is forbidden®

The need for a sensual touch 1is repla
handwriting; it is a transference that cannot be helped, since the direct
expression of desirdhas been forbidden and suppressed. At this point of
Craigbs |ife, and of the story as well
aspect. It is graphically obvious, since every reference to her occupies a full

page, a page length portrait of her gives atvaysignificance for the hero. Her

184 Thompsonplankets : An lllustrated Novgbp. 145147.
185 Freud,On Murder, Mourning and Melancholip. 34.
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influence comes between him and his faith, not by contradicting it, but by
occupying the space that formerly belonged to faith. His religious faith is
transformed to a mild way of worshiping Raina. Lisa Hoashi talks tatheu
significance of the character of Raina and its distinct importance in the
development of the story/Rai na reawakens Craigos
becomes his muse. Craig is already an artist; there is nothing he can do with an
excess of emotion butup it into his art. As he falls in love with Raina and
enters into a sexual relationship with her, he falls even further from his
religiond®® Given the struggling character of his religion, there is no room for
compromise, it is a conflict between erotioisand faith and faith does not

seem strong enough to defeat love.

PLATE 4.8: Blankets p. 312

186 | isa Hoashi, "Fluency in Form: A Survey of the Graphic Memdih& Missouri Review
30, no. 7 (2007)p. 170.
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When the two adolescents arrange a

Craig gets to know her and her problems, even more, he gets to live with her,

see her in heown space and understand her even better.

Rai

Back in the GUEST ROOM, | whispered a prayer of
GRATITUDE to God... a PSALM, | supposes called.
Thank you, God, for your perfect creation, with skin as
soft and pale as moonlight, the bones beneath her skin
tangling and rearranging. Rising along the iliac crest, and
dipping into the clavicles. Thank you for th&ilRTHM of

her movements curling... sprawling. Her contours lapping
like waves around the BLANKETS. She is yours. She is
perfect. A TEMPLE with hair sgihg over her temples.
Pressed against her | can hear ETERNITY... hollow,
lonely, spaces and currents that churn ceaselessly, and the
fallen snow welcomes the falling snow with a whispered
AHUSHO.®®" (Plate 4.8).

nads body i s dr aspectful snamnmeras somethng

but i

sacred, something religiously holy. It is a transformation of religious faith into

the aesthetic, however still using the religious idiom, expressing these new

feelings the only way Craig has available. He cannot give uglayion all of

a sudden, but he can use it to express his love for a girl that seems to him as

sacred as the faith he had been devoted to before. Nonetheless, the new love,

the love of the girlis i n conflict with the

forbid

sanctifyingRaina is the ultimate sin. His being unable to see it as a sin is a way

of breaking loose from an oppressive ideology. It is a way of escaping the ever

present notion of sin as well as guilt.

Interestingly, his loving Raina does not really contradict libsis of

faith, which is love. It contradicts the social imposition of an oppressive

religion. The original basis of the Christian faith is unconditional love, and all

the restrictions have been imposed a posteriori by the several interpretations

each dotrine has to present. Bataille underlines this contradictiBat in

187 Thomp®n, Blankets : An lllustrated Novgbp. 308312.
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Christianity there has been a dual process. Basically the wish was to open the
door to a completely unquestioning love. According to Christian belief, lost
continuity found again in Godlemanded from the faithful boundless and
uncalculated love, transcending the regulated violence of virtual iéfizghe

true basis of faith is loving God and to love thy neighbour as thyself. In order
to rank human behaviour societies have struggled pose rules and have

turned those rules to unbreakable laws. According to Bataille:

We must know, we can know that prohibitions are
not imposed from without. This is clear to us in the
anguish we feel when we are violating the taboo,
especially at the momé when our feelings hang in
the balance, when the taboo still holds good and yet
we are yielding to the impulsion it forbids. If we
observe the taboo, if we submit to it, we are no
longer conscious of it. But in the act of violating it
we feel the anguisbf mind without which the taboo

could not exist. That is the experience of .

The result is that even though desire and sexual passion are the most natural
feelings to arise between two teenagers, they are classified as sin in their own
Unconscious. Ad the doctrine insists@Christianity rejected impurity. It
rejected guilt without which sacredness is impossible since only the violation
of a taboo can open the way t§'° as a result the two heroes still have to face

the world and be accepted by theommunity, a community which is not
prepared or willing to give way to the violation of the taboo. For the sodtety

is equally clear why the violation of certain taboo prohibitions represents a
social danger that must be punished or expiated by afbaes of society if it

is not to damage everyoir€' The sinner in a sense incorporates the sin,

becomes one with it, as Freud points @Me know, without understanding it,

188 Bataille, Eroticism p. 118.

189 |bid. p. 38.

190 bid. p. 121.

191 Freud,On Murder, Mourning and Melancholip. 37.

129



that anyone who does what is forbidden, anyone who violates the taboo,
becomes hiself a taboa*®

Craig is aware of the fact that he himself is the object of impurity and
not his actions. In order to expel this feeling of impurity he needs to open up to
new interpretations of the world. Having returned at his own home after his

longvis 't t o Rainads, he is contemplating:

Socrates asks his disciple Glaucon to imagine human

beings living within a dark cavern. [...]. And since

childhood, humans have been prisoners bound at their

neck and feet, facing a wall and unable to turn their heads.

Behind them is a walled path, traversed by people

carrying statues of animals and humans. And beyond that

S a fire il uminating t he cave
perspective, all that can be seen are the shadows of these

statues projected upon the wall by tiire; they think they

are studying reality. [...]. Now if a prisoner was released

from his binds, allowed to turn about and examine his
surroundi ngs; itdédd be a shock to
heéd probably believe that wha't

wasthe truth, ad that his was a sort of hereSy

This shift from the religious discourse to the platonic allegory of the cave is

i ndicative of an important shift in Cra
world. It is a radical shift towards philosophinstead of religion; towards a

new system of thinking. Having broken the taboo he is somehow an outcast

from his society, even if nobody knows, he is like the prisoner who was set free

to see reality and is now struggling to accept it knowing that obmes old

comrades will ever believe him as long as they remain chained, facing the wall

and the misleading shadows. The process is not easy, and it demands a psychic
capacity for accepting change. Questioning the fundamentals, the whole system

of beliefwith which he grew up is destructive as much as it is necessary. Erich

Fromm, was a representative of the Frankfurt School which combined

192 |bid. p. 36.
193 ThompsonBlankets : An lllustrated Novgbp. 495500.
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psychoanalysis with critical social thedr,and Gejected consumerism and
mass culture as the moral basis of modevitization, seeking either to return

to nineteentkcentury ideas of autonomy or to redefine those ideas in the
context of mass democraty” who strayed from the Freudian orthodoxy of
psychoanalysis, and has been rather critical towards its founder.odghthis
influenced by Kant in search for a new ideal society. He notes:

Reason and freedom are interdependent according to
Freud. If man gives up his illusion of a fatherly God, if he
faces his aloneness and insignificance in the universe, he
willbelke a child that has |l eft his
the very aim of human development to overcome this
infantile fixation. Man must educate himself to face
reality. If he knows that he has nothing to rely on except
his own powers, he will learn to useeth properly. Only

the free man who has emancipated himself from authority
Tauthority that threatens and protéotein make use of his
power of reason and grasp the world and his role in it
objectively, without illusion but also with the ability to
developand to make use of the capacities inherent in

h|m 196

Craig manages to give up on this illusion of God via his art; he learns to
transform the deadnds into drawings which represent the colossal battle
taking place inside him. Art is his gateway to a newmderstanding of the
world. However, the old regime is not going to die without a fight. His social
circle, albeit not knowing any details regarding his thoughts and feelings, can
sense this change. And they battle against the change. One morning a member
of his church talks to Craig about his decision to attend art school. More people
join in the conversation trying to convince him that art school could be the

doom of his soul:

194 7aretsky,Secrets of the Soulk Social and Cultural History of Psychoanalygis235.
195 |bid. pp. 164-165.
19 Fromm,Psychoanalysis and Religiop. 13.
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A: Craig, |l 6d highly advise. .. T
outright NOT to go to @rschool. My brother went to art

school, and they made him o6draw
Yah, you know, he had to draw PEOPLE, but they... uh...
didnot have any clothes on. It we

the arms of TEMPTATI ON. Soon, he
NAKED people, so he got addicted to PORNOGRAPHY.

And t hen, t hat wasnot enough eit
Which led to the next logical step.

B: Killing people?

A: HOMOSEXUALITY,

B: Oh... How tragic.

C: The same thing happens at regular college. In one of

my art classes, a student made a ceramic sculpture of a

NAKED female torso.

B: Oh my.

C: No, I havenot got to the WORS
part is that during the critique, he proceeded to stroke and

lick the nipples on the sculpture.

B: -gasp

A: SICK, SICK MINDS.

C: Your only choice, Craig, is to attend CHRISTIAN

college. The entire curriculum there is centered around

Christ. In fact, they REJECT any text that strays from

Biblical TRUTH.*’

The phobic presentation of the world of art school is intendeérrify Craig

and make him abandon his plans to step away from this religious community.

The same religious community that is presented as namodged, petty and

unforgiving. The gentleman whose brother leaped into homosexuality admits to
not having alked to himintenyearsbon 6t want t o ENCOURAGE

know#'?® Loving, understanding and forgiveness are not part of this narrow

minded mentality. Itis fear and prejudice that are dominant in this way of

9" ThompsonBlankets : Anllustrated Novelpp. 514518.

198 |bid. pp. 519.

132



thinking. The last panel of the sequencdl (iage) finds Craig lying on the
floor, holding a patchwork blanket made by Raina and offered as a gift to him
during his visit. His body is stiff and his face expressionless. There are no
words to describe his feelings and thoughts, but they are natsaegeither.

The fact that inBBlanketsone can trace virtually no r
past is a most surprising element for an autobiography. Not one reference to
who they are, where they came from and what they stand for. Their personal,
familial histoly melts away, fades in the background, overshadowed by the big,
unanimous idea of their community identity. Community values and beliefs are
domi nant t hroughout t he book, and they
values and beliefs; it is as if the thegilwal storyithe plot played out by the
limitations imposed upon the heroes from their churéfas usurped the
familial history, leaving a void where this should otherwise have been. The
void however is covering up thingske a protective, or concealiniglanket
itself) that the narratorand the writérd i d nd6t want to discl ose
unimportant. Psychoanalysis will tell us that the things not mentioned are at
times more important than the manifest content. The question of why Craig
Thompson deded to write an autobiography located only in a peculiar sense
of the fipresend is actually valuable as to how the concept of autobiography is
manipulated here in order for the writer to narrate a story of pain, grief, guilt
and anxiety. This undoubtedig the story of his life, but it seems to be
narrowly focused, on one aspect.

|l ndeed, Craigbs story refers exclus]
adolescent and young adult, an excludingwo, which progresses through the
book, manifesting the sense tiie past only inasmuch as it utilises the
technique of flash back (with scenes from various pointisiobwn personal
past) to juxtapose a similar thematic and givitime deptld to his narration.
Other than that we do not read anything about his pamergrandparents, any
stories which shaped his ancestors and as a result himself. Bpllkgtic, the
parental past is absent. Unlikéaus which is almost entirely located in the
past,Blanketsgive no credit to familiai or indeed social and politiGahistory.
The questions that arose above, about the origins of fundamentalism, the
historical justification for the domination of Christian conservatism in the
USA, these questions never arise in the book. Thomson is not discussing a
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general phenomenon ofoung adults trying to escape a stifling social
environment. He is talking about his personal story, making his art a means of
expressing the oppression he suffered, which oppression to some extent he
presents as exclusive to him (gpaftly to Rana, who is his cgrotagonist, a
female alter ego partially created to share the burden).

It is the personal history which is deemed of more importance than the
social history. We are shown the little incidents of childhood, all of which
illustrate the mchanism of repression (repression which is partlyis#itted
as a result of the oppression the protagonist suffened)the enforcement of
the ideas of purity and sin. Every incident of his early childhood is a testimony
to the guilt creating mecham. Every such testimony is then associated with
an obstacle in his later life which the narrator can overcome only by
overcoming the initial trauma. The noadtslike the Freudiaritalking cure,
in the form of afdrawing cur®; Thomson is putting hisnconscious on the
paper, drawn with thin and bold lines;skeaped in an artistic form that allows
him to express the vague, the bits and pieces that ewaanhetunderstand, of
what has traumatised him regarding his childhood.

His omnipotent God is everesent, in his most intimate moments, his

mo s t exclusive thought s. When he first
house, Craig notices the portrait of J
bedroom, and it wadhe same portrait of Jesus that hastfgu i n [ hi s] par

room'*® This triggers a flashback to his childhood, when his parents reproach
him for a piece of drawing the bus driver found in the waste basket and handed

to them.

-Do you remember what it was?

-Umé war drawings?

-Noé On tdde. ot her

-A |l adyé without any clothes on.
-Yes. Naked.

-The body is beautiful, Craig, but not like that. God

created us, but sin has made us impure.

-1 dm sorry.

199 |bid. p. 201.
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-How do you think what you did makes us feel?

-MAD?

-No. Sad. Because God gave you a talent aad wd o n 0 t
want you to use it for the devil. How do you think Jesus
feels?

-l Sobbing] Sésad?

-Yes. SAD. Because it hurts him when you <.

At the end of this dialogue, when these last words are pronouncedjnidsels
portraitbreaks in tears, his mild features staineth\sorrow; he turns his head
away from Craig for Craig has sinned and is no longer worthy of his love. The
child reaches for the portrait i n agony
head; he looks behind and sees the awkward shaped body of theladked
approaching. In the next panel the naked lady is slowly transformed into Raina.
He has projected this traumatic memory of the past into the present, but
the resolutionhas notbeen achieved yet. It is five chapters latleat the
resolution occurs.tlis when Craig and Raina spend the night together,
engaging in sexual activity, and Craig gets the chance to admire the female
body, to touch and smell and see it without the fear of sin. As Raina falls
asleep, Craig narratest studied her. Aware thathse 6d been <cr aft ed
DIVINE ARTIST. Sacred, perfect and unknowaid®" With some reserve, he
turns towards the wall and the portrait of Jesus. The previously disappointed
Jesus is now turning back into his portrait. He faces Craig fully and smiles to
him with all his divine glory.
Thus the conflict has been resolyedt the conflict between Craig and
God, but his internal conflict in which he has been trapped from his childhood
on. He in a sense transfers the appreciation for the godly to his firstl sexu
partner, an experience sacred indeed, so sacred as to be made equal with the
divine experience he has experienced before in his chGtuistopher Bollas
a contemporary psychoanalyst who in the 1990s returned to Freud revisiting
and modernising clagsl theories,writes how: 6rhe search for symbolic
equivalents to the transformational object, and the experience with which it is

identified, continues in adult life. We develop faith in a deity whose absence,

290 |hid. pp. 203208.
291 |bid. p. 429.

135



ironically is held to be as important atesf manés bei ndd as hi s
What Craig worships in the extract above is not Raina herself, but the divine
beauty of Raina, the abstract sense of the eternal female that is sacred and pure
Tunlike the idea he had so far that femininity is filthy aodl f

Alone with his thoughts, after Raina has fallen asleep, Craig

contemplates:

I realised that I didndt want to
once, | was more THAN CONTENT being where | was.

But I coul dnot sl eep. So I I i st
breathing, and dne at h t hat , her hear't b
beyond that, the gentle murmur of spirits in the room. |

even though I could hear the snow falling outside. And the

sounds wove into a rhythm of hushed orchestnai

spiraling me into slumbée??

The design of the sequee of this narration is abstract, fragmentary. Peculiar
shapes and chaotic spirals, feelings and senses and sounds and smells have
been visualised, small angels fly around the room. The young couple is
surrounded by shapes rather than things, ratherthieareality. It is probably
because they have shifted above their reality, they have sinned, but they do not
consider this to be a sin anymore, instead they have incorporated the feelings
and impressions into the religious narration with which they haee baised

and made them part of it.

The love story between Craig and Raina is not a happy ending. It does
not have to be either, as it is a story about coming of age, disappointment, and
broken relationships. Raina and their love story has worked asalgstab
make things change, to force Craig into realising the difference between the
life he wanted to live and the life he was forced to live. The end of their
relationship is presented as taking place at his own volition. He is calling to say
goodbye. hen he gathers al/l of Rainabs men

blanket she made for him and he burns them, just as he had burned earlier all of

292 Christopher BollasThe Shadow of the Object : Psychoanalysis of the Unthought Known
(London: Free Association Books, 198{).17.
23 Thompsonplankets : An lllustrated Novgbp. 432436.
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his artwork to dedicate himself to God. He breaks loose from all of his past.
Because Raina, even though she Ib@sn the force to make him charige

because ofitis still part of his past.

--Ho matter
how temporary.

PLATE 4.9: Blankets pp. 581582

He moves out of his parentsd house
The epilogue of the book is a return story. He is coming back tp his e nt s 6
house for a Christmas holiday, long after he has made all the necessary changes
to completely separate from his past life. This time the family house is
presented as more welcoming and warm than ever before. His childhood
memories, deprived of ¢hsense of vulnerability deriving from the complete
lack of control over his life, seem less scary and less horrible. He finds the
blanket he hid so long ago and he sees Raina through the eyes of an adult. He
can now remember without pain and fear. He gegrsan illustrated tribute, in
the form of four whole page drawings of their embrace. An embrace that saves
him and her from the forces of evil, and delivers them into sensual bliss.

In the last few pages Craig goes for a walk on the fresh sétaow

safisfying it is to leave a mark on a blank surface. To make a map of my
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movement... no matter how temporéfy’ (Plate 4.9).He has now written
himself into the story as the cartographer who maps his own territory, creating
his own path in life. He is runninground the total whiteness, leaving marks of

his footsteps, marks of his own course in life. And it would be temporary on
the fresh snow, but it is permanent and documented on the page, on the book
he wrote in order to be able to inscribe this path & Kis autobiography has
become possible through his art. The comics medium has given him the means
to narrate his life, to articulate his life. The result is not merely the story of a
boy in the Midwestern states of America. It is the feelings, the piwoephe

point of view, the critical eye of this boy, presented through the pen of the

adult Thompson.

294 |bid. pp. 581-582.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Persepolis The Ever Foreign

Marjan Satrapi was borin 1969, an Iraniangirl in the yearsbefore Iran
changed radally due tothe political and cultural effects of théslamic
revolutionin 1979; she grew up in a different era altogetBeought up in a
well-to-do, middleclass family, politically active and claiming roots to the
Qajar Dynasty(the royal family whit ruled Iran until 1925), she carries a
strong familial history.Until the age of ten shbad been sheltereby her
loving, liberalparentsunaware of the political turmoil that was to follow and
blissfully ignorant of the viciousness of authoritarian imegs. A normal
childhood with normal expectatiorisvhat we deem normal in a western
context, given that the European perception on normality has always been
different from the one in the Middle East, and even Europe has only enjoyed a
long and lasting pesd of peace for the last seven decades at roostware of
herfamilyd story, whichisi nt er woven to | Maragsgentpol i ti c
her early childhood fantasising about God and becoming a Prophetess, playing
and being a child.

The 1979 revolutio and what followed changed her life as it changed
the lives of millions of Iranian people, completely twisted her future whach
beenplannedon the false assumption that peace and stability could be taken
for granted. In her lifetimergwas forced tdeavelran twice; once in her early
teens, to return four years later completegychologicallyshattered having
suffered anentaland physical breakdown. The second time she left in,1894
a mature young womanyith an intention ad purpose in life, withalert
awarenessf what she waseavingbehind and where she was gqisge made
a conscious choice to take her life into her own hands.

Satrapilived in France where she met David Beauchdgilepticd s
author, David B.) undewhoseguidance she startduker careeras a graphic
novelist.It is easy tospot the impact of her apprenticeshiph Beauchardher
graphic stylealthough distinctly hershas something of the fevsh lines and
tumultuous design oEpileptic She publishedPersepolisin four volumes

(Persepolis | Persepolis 1] Persepolis llland Persepolis 1Y between 2000
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and 2003 in Frenci he book was a publishing success, and it was adapted for
the big screen in 2007; a film which stayed true to the content of the book, both
in terms of pld and design, but also in the spirit, the pace and the atmosphere.

The 2008omnibusVintage editionof the graphic novelinder the title
Persepolis is divided in two part$ersepolis: The Story of a Childhoaad
Persepolis II: The Story of a Retui const it utes Satrapi os
from her traumatic childhood during the Islamic revolution, through her teens
in exile in Austria to her return to Iran until her final departure to France at the
age of twenty five. The four parts that constituteuli®le of the narration are
not fragmented or disassociated, they are instead very coherent and tied
together as if the entire book was composed in one go, thoroughly planned and
carefully executed to nev@ermitany vacuum space, not a blurred line where
one could locate a doubtful gagmy discontinuity translated as incoherence to
raise suspicions regarding the authenticity of the stad/the absolute truth of
this personal narrationn this case it is not the factual authentiatyd truthl
am talkng about, it is mostly the psychological authenticity that distinguishes
between fiction and autobiography. Satrapi presents a most personal narration,
demonstrating a rare confideniceher internal truth, even when she delineates
moments of crisis anddeep loss of selfontrol.

Satrapi s aut obi ogr apsdresymdhrorasedd psych
and even though we can trace the former conflicts between the self and the
external forces in the text, it is obvious that these conflicts have resulted in
building up a strong personalentity, resultng in a rich narration to include a
significant amounbf psychoanalytic elementfantasies and dagreaming, a
thorough descen into the familial past and an understanding of how this
historyhas influencedhe development of the family members

Edward Said, a man balancing delicately between two radically
different worlds, the (constructed) Orient and the (constructing, in his own
opinion) Occident, a little like Satrapi has been doing for most of hestdets
his On Writing a Memoir by saying @All families invent their parents and
children, give each of them a history, character, fate, and even a ladffiage
His own family has been affected by the middle east conflict, by the history

and politics of the brittle corner of the world, and he has experienced history in

295 Edward W. Said, Moustafa Bayoumi, and Andrew a Rubire Edward Said Readé¥ew
York: Vintage Books, 2000). 400.
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the making, the raw forces of political processes, but he does not hesitate to
talk about invention, about the unique human ability to mould their perception
and understanding of their paatyd of the past of their loved ones, in order to
fit it into a comfortable, or comforting personal narration. Said does not imply
that the Ahistory, character, fate and
that they are selected to serve a purpose,ptirpose of understanding how
(real) external factors affect their lives. It is a process engineered cunningly by
the human unconscious to make things matter, to make them important.

S at r stopyj pdesented in the form of a comics book is not only told
but ree mbodi ed I n the drawn characterso
acquiring importance through their sketched bodies and the real torments they
represent.In relation to SatrapiHillary Chute asksa very interesting and

precise question:

| am interested in this notion of ethics as it applies to
autobiographical graphic narrative: what does it mean for

an author tditerally reappeatriin the form of a legible,

drawn body on the pageat the site of her inscriptional

effacement? Graphic narrativefiat bear witness to

aut hor 6s own traumas and t hose
retrace inscriptional effacement; theeconstruct and

repeat in order to counteract. It is useful to understand the

retracing work of graphic narratives as ethical titpas

(of cersored scenariog§®

What is really the function of this body, a body reincarnated on the
paper ready to speak out its truths and narrate its skbwy? does this non
flesh, yet visual entity represent the person whose spirit it is meant to embody?
Putting oneself into an autobiographical narration is by default an attempt to
carve a personal history. To set it straight, to untangle the disturbances, and
shed light to every dark corner (this does not mean that the goal is always
achievable). During this poess, the author has to reinvent not only their own

per sona, but everybody elsebs too (par

2% Hillary Chute, "The Texture of Retracing in Marjane Satrapi's "Persepdlis& Feminist
Press at the City University of New Y@, no. 1/2 (2008p. 93.
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install them into history which demands that they reinvent history as well. In
the graphic medium the author creates the hestband visual context in a
complex language, which can exploit oral and visual memories, is a product of
research and remembering.

Julia Kristeva a BulgariarFrench scholar who has studied a variety of
subjects in the humanities, some of which are:logbphy, linguistics,
sociology, literary criticism and psychoanalysis, belongs to the-waist
modern wave of psychoanalysis. As the twentieth century moved from conflict
to reconciliation, with scientific progress rampaging, things changed for the
psych@nalytic movement:

The great poskreudian texts of the seventies preached
the relative insignificance of the individual per se.
Although their aim was to enhance personal life by
insisting on its social and political dimensions, they
inadvertently ushed in grouporiented theories that

supplanted analysis. As one great slope of the
psychoanalytic edifice disappeared into
psychopharmacology, the har slid into identity

politics.?’

The French branch of psychoanalysis, in the 1960s and 1970s (tharhes to t
influence of Jacques Lacan, Jean Laplanche-Beamand Pontalis and others)

is taking a more autonomoudirection to the AngleSaxon modela more
theoretical direction, and Kristeva is nourished in this French intellectual
climate which is less anganistic to the Freudian ideas, more willing to move
them forward than to contradict them.

Kristeva argues thathe process of psychoanalysis constiuaereal
dmetamorphosis that leads us, at the termination of treatment, to regard
language as body antiody as langua@gé®® | would suggest that the
significance of the drawn bodies in a graphic novel is of the same quality as

that whichKristeva is talking about, and though of course it would be wrong to

207 7aretsky,Secrets of the Soul : A Socind Cultural History of Psychoanalysis 337.
28 Julia Kristeva)n the Beginning Was Love : Psychoanalysis and F&topean
Perspecties (New York: Columbia University Press, 19§¥)34.
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equate flesh bodies with all their marvellous capadsl of expression with
paperand inkbodies, | believe that there are enough similarities to allow the
comparison The drawn chader can be uniquely expressive in a distinct
virtual bodylanguage which forces you to produce verbal language (even if
only mentally) when reading into thenthus this sequential presentation of
bodiesis language after allt incorporates body language, visual language, the
language of colours and shapes, and every little detail that allows for multiple
levels of reading ah meaning investmentTalking about the process of

analysis, Kristeva continues:

All plenitude turns out to be inscribed uponfioido
which is simply what remains when the overabundance of
meaning, desire, violence, and anguish is drained by
means of dnguage.iA tiger leaps upon a mourdd.
Approaching his patients with the aid of a model derived
from his own analysis, the therapist is able to apprehend
psychic structures unknown to psychiatric nosography. He
gives meaning to th@éemptiness of the fiborderlined
while teaching the patient to cope with the emptiness
within self understanding that is the original source of our

anguish and moral paftt?

In the making of a graphic novel, the artist (like every artist) is facing the
emptiness of the paper, lilkkewhite abyss that is looking straight into them. To

fill in this paper with shapes and meaning, to make understanding (and
meaning) happen through this blank piece of paper, the artist has to structure
the content in @sychologicallysensible and productiveanner.

A graphic novel likePersepolisis particularly interesting from various
points of view. Even though most of the action takes place in a space culturally
alien to the western paradigm, an eastern tradition which needs to be addressed
in different terms than the western perceptiowpuld claim that it isnot alien
in essenceln this point of course a major issue is raised, on how a European

researcher can claim to understand in any other level than the dipole

299 |bid.
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European/NofEuropean. Althogh, at this stage, | would prefer to avoid the
unavoidable discussion about Orientalism, the question keeps coming into
shape: is the researcher constructing a cultéaatasy along with their
analysis? And the answer is obviouBje, because the reseher is as much

a human being as anybody else, and their personal understanding of the world
has to be part of their thesishey do not have an option. Said blames the
Orientalist thatfhe] makes it his work to be always converting the Orient from
somehing into something else: he does this for himself, for the sake of his
culture, in some cases for what he believes is the sake of the @richeaid
elsewhere:@rientalism, therefore, is not an airy Europe fantasy about the
Orient, but a created body dheory and practice in which, for many
generations, there has been a considerable material invetfieftying to

apply Freud and psychoanalysisRersepoliscould be deemed an Orientalist
sin, an attempt to reclaim the oriental and cast it into ageao line of theory

that does not apply to an eastern mentality. To this attempt, however, Edward
Said himself, seems to bring absolution. In his lecture entitifedd and the
NonEuropean in 2001, at the Freud Museum of London, Said explains why

Freud s important across cultures and time:

Freud was an explorer of the mind, of course, but also, in
the philosophical sense, an overturner and-mapper of
accepted or settled geographies and genealogies. He thus
lends himself especially to rereading ifferent contexts,
since his work is all about how life history offers itself by
recollection, research and reflection to endless structuring
and restructuring, in both the individual and the collective
sense. That we, different readers from differentquksriof
history, with different cultural backgrounds, should
continue to do this in our readings of Freud strikes me as
nothing |l ess than a vindication
instigate new thought, as well as to illuminate situations

that he himself mightever have dreamed &f

20 Edward W. SaidQrientalism Penguin Classics (London: Penguin Books, 200.357.
11 3aid, Bayoumi, and a Rubifihe Edward Said Readd®rientalism p. 73.
212Edward W. SaidFreud and the NoiEuropean(London: Verso, 2003p. 27.
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Thus, | believe that that discussifgrsepolisin the same context as
Maus Epileptic Blanketsand Fun Homeis not a disservice to the imagined
and constructed Orient, but an asset to seeing how the theory behaves when out
of thestandard confinement of the (equally constructed) Weémtfact that the
familial culture of the Satrapis and most of their social civeds obviously
westernised and with a very clear sense of belonging in the western mentality
iIs making this analysi®ven more challengingas it bears the danger to
completely overlook the Iranian aspect of the book, and focus on the familiar
western However, the Iranian part of the bookwdat gives it its depth of
conflict, and it would not have been easy to ignbreven if | had attempted

to.

As the Satrapis are presented from the beginning of the book, it is clear that
their way of life is going taclash with the fundamentalist regime Ayatollah
Khomeini established after 197%his eminent clash becomastally even

more pronounced, and significanthen seen through the prism &fvo
opposingcultures pre and post 1979 he new order established in Iran after
the revolution is not only oppressive and terrifying, but it is different in terms
of culture. Marj is a young girl growing up torn between the familial
westernised perception of the world and the most conservative, reactionary,
theocratic state, creating a dichotomy of understanding the world and her own
identity as a female and as a citizen. The fatiom of her identity depended on

this conflict. The extremities of the internal and external war are an important
factor as well. It is an environment with more than one gnéns the external
invading force (Iraq) and the internal threatening regimvgjch tortures,
executes and domineers.

During the first part of the book victims of both enemies are presented
graphically, in more or less grim detaadding to a long list of traumata, all of
which have been important for the constructiof identity of the major
character The complexity of the subject in question creates a narration making
full use of the advantages provided by the comics medium, according to Nima

Naghi bi and Andrew O6Mall ey:
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The gutters are empty spaces in the text that carr dithe
filled with easy answers provided by the dominant
ideology or they can function as sites agoria. In the
gutters between the panelsRdrsepolisthe reader has to
interact with and interpret historical, political, and cultural
silences; this is # space in which new meanings that
deflate the overdetermined categories of East and West
hawe the potential to be generafed

In the language of comics, thgutteld represents the empty space between two
panels, the place where according to McCldogman imagination takes two
separate images and transforms them into a singl@3tfeahich is part of the
process of closurgthe phenomenon of observing the parts but perceiving the

wholea 2*°

If I was allowed to use bold language, | would say that theegut
arewhere magic happens. It is this splace where all the meaning is being
synthesised, facts and images fall in place, and meaning, cohemneeout.
It is the space where the reader has the freedom to add a small piece of
themselves, to includtheir own interpretation into the context. Comics is a
unique medium in this way, it is structurally not only allowing, but demanding
from the reader to do part of the job, to provide the links, the answers even,
gives them the liberty to put themselveshe appointed blank spaces, and take
out a meaning that is persorad sentimentalcreating a sense of stronger
attachment. Comics is a medium for the individual, and the gutter is what
creates this sense of personal space, that allows for all thesengler
interpretations. Even iRersepoliswhich is a realistic story, with a tight plot,
the gutters function as a place where the reader can produce meaning, and
contemplate the serious questions of morality, culture and humanity, that are
set by the autbr.

The first chapter oPersepolisent it l ed O6The Veil 6
young heroine and her family, starting in 1988prtly after the beginning of

the 6cultural revolutiond whioch | ed

13 Nima Naghibi and Andrew O'Malley, "EstrangirfgetFamiliar: "East" And "West" In
Satrapi's Persepolis IESC: English Studies in Cana8a, no. 23 (2005).p. 246.
214 5eott McCloud Understanding ComicNew York: HarperPerennial, 1994). 66.
215 {|h;
Ibid. p. 63.
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life. Marji addresseshe reader from the first panel of the first pa@énis is me

when | was 10 years old. This was in 1880 This first panel is the smallest

of the entire page, as small as the little girl depicted on it. Mariji is presented

wearing a black veil which covetser head but not her fade and shoulders,

with her arms crossed and a sulky expression on her face. In this small first

panel she is alone. In the next panel on the right, four more girls are depicted,

as immobile, covered and moody as hers@#hd thisi s a <c¢cl ass phot
sitting on the fan(Patkbl.so you donbdt se

< THE VEIL

THIS 15 ME WHEN | WAS 10 AND THIS IS A CLASS PHOTO. I’M SITTING ON THE FAR LEFT S0
YEARS OLD. THIS WAS IN 4980, YOU DON'T SEE ME. FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: GOLNAZE, MAHSHID,
NARINE, MINNA.

IN 4939 A REVOLUTION TOOK PLACE. IT WAS THEN CAME 1980: THE YEAR IT BECAME
LATER CALLED “THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION™, O0BLIGATORY TO WEAR THE VEIL AT SCHOOL,

GIVE ME MY
VEIL BACK !
EXECUTION IN 0
THE NAME OF o
YOU'LL HAVE ]
TO UCK MY
FEET!

FREEDOM.

PLATE 5.1 Persepolisp. 3

1% Marjane SatrapiPersepoligLondon: Vintage 2008)p. 3.
217 {|A;
Ibid.
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The stagnancy of the first row of panels changes below. A completely
dark panel follows, showing a passionate demonstration; people géxdeirk
clothes in a black background, only the outline of their figures, their faces and
clenched fists, raised tprotestare marked out: dn 1979 a revolution took
place. twa | at e The islanicl Revdlutiodd?:® Immediately the focus
returns in he school yard, wherprimary schoolgirls are ordeed to cover
themselves with the veil anthey then just use ias a toyduring playtime
without realising its given significancéNe di dndét real ly 1 i ke
especially s iers@ae whyeve lthd @'d the architealure of
the pages presented witla wave pattern, passiveness and climaxes, creating
an anguished first impression, from the absolute stillness of a photographic
moment to the potentially violent protest and from tlesgively aggressive
order for girls to wear the veil, to their dionysiac frenzy when they use the vell
for all sors of purposesnstead ofcovering their heads. The last long panel
occupies the entire last row of the first page. It is a playground, btg ib
something anguished in it. It is nibte expected picture of a typical school for
the western observahe graphic representation of the scene implies something
that defies simple notions. Despite not being detailbd drawing creates a
pattern @ instability, agitation and tumult in complete contradistinction with
the first ow of the page, the school photos. The veil that dominates the very
first instance of the narratiomas beemeducedto a mere frolic.This and the
values it carries with jtits religious and cultural significance are being
mocked, and rejectedhe first page oPersepolidgs pretty much an abstract of
the story to follow. A story of conceaként violence, oppression ammkrsonal
liberation.

The first few pages of the boalepresent the first impression of the
Islamic Revolutionas this isexperienced by little Marji, and her own way of
understanding the situation around her. The child has to witness the change,
and more importantly the effects of this change on the pabglenostly loves,
trusts and looks up to. Her parents are the filter through which she perceives
her reality, feeling their fear and agony. This feelim@mbivalentfor young

Mariji, since she cannot fully comprehend the importance of what is happening

218 |bid.
219 bid.
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around her, and the imminent consequences in her everyday life and future,
thus her despair cannot be as grave as
through the consequences and the results of this change of the status quo.
However, the child can probly sense much stronger vibrations of worry and
panic. Marji cannot comprehend the change in an intellectual way, she can
however sense that it is awfully important for her parents, and this has an
important impact on herself and her understanding of that®n. From the
moment she gets the feeling that something is wrong, fear, defences and coping
mechanisms start building up.

A few pages later, Marji describes how a German journalist took a
photo of her mother while she was demonstrating againstéheregimé s
decision to impose the veil to all womehhe photo was published all over
Europe and even in one magazine in Iran. Her mother had to dye her hair
blonde and only walk outside the house wearing sunglasses in the fear of
recognition. Marji witngses this and is definitely overcome by anxiety for her
mot her s ordeal, and fear for the poten
of the regime. The mother is very much aware of the dangers, and this is why
she tries to disguise her identity, but daughter has to face the fear of having
her motherattackedarrested, taken away from her, tortured or even killed on
account of this incidentor her &t her age) all these are not just a fear, but a
permanent reality where horrible things happen lovang parent. She cannot
rationalise, understand that by taking precautions the danger can be managed.
For her the danger is ever present.

The last panel of this sequence shows her mother covered in her coat
with her blond hair and dark glasses, walkingan ominous darknegshat is
again a completely black backgroiindaving stern bearded faces hovering
over her head, supernaturally large headsached from a body, where ske
not only being stalked, but also judged, frowned upon and humiliateedl to
remind the reader here that even though | am talking about the mother, it is the
point of view of the author that we really see now, the closest available to the
little girl the story is about. Thus the memory expressed on this particular
instance $ remembered as a threat) ongoing fear for the mother whe
drawn to be protected, even spibtected, but in fact only as a realisation of
the child which probably fantasized about protecting the mother from the
external dangers. Being unable to paitthe mother is perceived as failure for
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little Marji. This theme will occur again later when Marji will find herself on
the streets and unable to take care of her own self, as a reflection of a situation
when she didnot ma n a g éct thomother agaihstrann g e n ¢

ominous enemy.

AFTER THE BORDER TOWNS, TEHRAN

BECAME THE BOMBERS' MAIN TARGET.
[ TOGETHER WITH THE OTHER PEOPLE IN QUR
BUILDING, WE TURNED THE BASEMENT INTO
A SHELTER. EVERY TIME THE SIREN RANG|
OUT, EVERYONE WOULD RUN DOWNSTAIRS...

PUT YOUR CIGARETTE OUT, THEY SAY THAT THE GLOW OF
A CIGARETTE IS THE EASIEST THING TO SEE FROM THE SKY,

PLATE 5.2 Persepolisp. 103

As the book goes on, Marji grows up before the eyes of the reader. She
is approaching adolescence, and her life is being continuously stigmatised by
the political developments ireh country, every step of the way. Her narration
is compelling, convincing, emotional and rational at the same time. The chapter
entitled The Winestarts during an Iraqi attackAfter the border towns, Tehran
became the bomber sdé mthe othertpeoplg mtour Toget
building, we turned the basement into a shelter, every time the siren rang out,

everyone would run downstair&® (Plate 5.2).

220 |pid. p. 103.
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The page composes of three panels, one long but narrow vertical taking
up all the left sideand theother two, one of top on the othewn the right side.
The left one is showing people running down a staircase, the lines producing
shapes, enclosing the running people, trapping tkiesr panic is obvious, the
restrain even more. The top right panel shavight bulb that hangsy a long
cord from the ceiling, shaking violently as the attack is being carried out. On
the tiniest panel down on the right, all the neighbours stand still in a dark

background:

-Put your cigarette out, they say that the glow aof
cigarette is the easiest thing to see from the sky.
-But weodre in tPhe basement here!

This dialogue between Marji 6s parents s
paranoia overcoming people (even reasonable, clever;ropeled people, as
theyhaveben presented before) when their |

being threatened.

PLATE 5.3 Persepolisp. 104

21 |bid.
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