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1 Introduction 

 

Epilepsy is a complex disease, which origins remain unknown to medical 

science. Because epilepsy attacks different parts of the patient, his body and mind, 

(physical and spiritual level), it has throughout history been seen as an enigmatic illness. 

Some scholars have suggested that the mystical qualities attached to illnesses can be 

hurtful to the patients (Sontag, Illness 6) and some view the patient as a mere agent of 

his illness. The human effort to try to understand how illness is experienced can be 

made easier by conceptual metaphors. Epilepsy produces multiple metaphors, because it 

stirs the human imagination.  

Conceptual metaphors and specifically visual metaphors are often used in 

graphic novels and comics. A very common visual metaphor is to have smoke coming 

out of a character’s head, but the metaphors used in graphic art can be much more 

sophisticated. The French graphic artist David B. introduces unique ways of 

conceptualizing epilepsy in his work Epileptic. He eloquently uses different metaphors 

to visualize illness, but also other abstract entities such as death. By these metaphors, he 

makes epilepsy, and the experiences of the patient and the patient’s family visible, and 

easier to understand for people who have never suffered from it. At the same time he 

tells a Bildungsroman of his family history, and how he became an adult and an artist.  

 

1.1 Aims and Methods  

	  
This study demonstrates how visual and linguistic metaphors in David B.’s 

graphic novel Epileptic describe epilepsy and death and what kind of metaphors they 

produce. I also aim to show how combining metaphor analysis with pictorial analysis 

produces the best results in understanding a detailed graphic novel, such as Epileptic. 

Concepts such as epilepsy and death are abstract and can be hard to describe and 

understand. This is why cognitive metaphors are an excellent tool to conceptualize them 

and make them easier to comprehend. 

My research method is to make an inventory of all the possible representations 

of epilepsy and death in Epileptic. As a model for my metaphor analysis and data 

collection, I use Charles Forceville’s article “Visual representations of the idealized 

cognitive model of anger in the Asterix album La Zizanie.” As the title suggests, 

Forceville gathered visual signs of anger from an Asterix and Obelix graphic album and 
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tried to see whether they fitted the conceptual metaphor detected by Zoltán Kövecses, 

ANGER IS THE HEAT OF A FLUID IN A CONTAINER. The question whether a visual sign in 

Epileptic in fact refers to epilepsy, and not to anything else, is important. Just like 

Forceville, I make use of linguistic data in the context of the picture, such as speech 

bubbles or text panels, to make sure that the potential visual metaphor in fact 

conceptualizes epilepsy in some way. In many cases the verbal support helps to decide 

whether the picture is about epilepsy, as when B.’s brother Jean-Christophe is lying in 

his bed, and the bed is shown to be on top of a mountain (309/4)1. The picture could be 

interpreted in many ways: the mountain may be a metaphor commonly used to describe 

the isolation and loneliness which epilepsy causes or the mountain may represent the 

road which ill people need to take. But since the text panel says, “Maybe he’s reached 

the peak of his illness?” (309/4), it is clear that the mountain is a metaphor for his 

epilepsy.  

Having collected the instances of metaphors, I aim to see whether I can find the 

key concepts of conceptual metaphor theory, target domain, source domain and a 

mapping between them (see 1.4). According to Kövecses and Forceville, there cannot 

be a metaphor without these concepts, linguistic or visual. After finding the mappings, I 

analyze the visual and verbal metaphors and their significance in the story. 

It should be noted here that applying conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) is 

always interpretative. In Theory and/vs. Interpretation in Literary Studies (2005), 

Jørgen Dines Johansen argues that only one interpretation of any literary work will fall 

short. When using CMT, many scholars tend focus on methodology (252) instead of 

discussing their findings and their significance. It is not enough to merely state which 

conceptual metaphors can be found in a certain primary source, but also to show their 

significance to the work of art as a whole. In relation to the harsh criticism towards 

CMT, which I discuss in 1.4, Johansen adopts a more lenient point of view: He states 

that there is nothing wrong in using CMT, but it might not offer anything another theory 

would not (262). While Johansen offers several potential reasons for using CMT (for 

example, that metaphors are more than ornaments, or as a part of general study of 

“conceptual blending” (262)), the following contributed most to my choice to make use 

of CMT: 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Subsequent references to Epileptic are given by page and panel number in brackets. 
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“Our mind is embodied, i.e., we experience and make sense of 

our world and ourselves by interacting with it. Our interaction 

involves our body and our bodily movements within an 

environment. Hence, our understanding is both shaped and 

mediated by basic physical experiences” (262) 

 

The importance of the embodied view of cognition is indispensable in 

analyzing Epileptic. Understanding what the epileptic character, JC, goes through is 

depicted and narrated through conceptual metaphors that are strongly related to 

embodied phenomena. To Johansen, it is not possible to produce rich analysis without 

interpretation whatever the chosen method (264). I try to keep this goal in mind when 

discussing the conceptual metaphors found in Epileptic, not only presenting the 

metaphors but also their relationship to the story and other factors.  

It is thus important to study not only the metaphors found in Epileptic but also 

to do a more basic textual and visual analysis. I argue that leaving out the analyzing of 

the text is to ignore the essence of graphic novels, the unbreakable (yet complex) bond 

between text and pictures. This connection separates graphic novels from pictorial 

books, where the pictures only illustrate the text and from still arts, such as photographs 

and paintings. In Epileptic, the text supports the picture, but in many cases, it also 

provides more information. Many illustrations in Epileptic have abstract, complicated 

subjects and the text helps to understand them. A panel from the novel illustrates this 

point (see Picture 1). In this illustration, the picture does not really tell the readers what 

is going on. The speech frame helps to analyze it and suggest new and interesting 

deductions. In Picture 1, the adolescent David is surrounded by creatures that look like 

demons that represent letters. The text explains that this is what talking with Hell looks 

to David and that he has experienced something he calls “make-believe.” 
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Picture 1 

 

1.2 On Epileptic and David B.  

 

Pierre-François Beauchard (b. 1959), who uses the pen name David B. is a 

French cartoonist, whose most notable work is Epileptic (l'Ascension du Haut Mal). B. 

is the co-founder of the L’Association, a French independent publisher that has become 

a major factor in the French independent graphic fiction genre. Epileptic was published 

as a collection in English in 2005. It was immediately an immense success and it has 

been nominated for and won several awards at Angoulême International Comics 

Festival. The plot of Epileptic depicts the main characters from childhood to adulthood. 

Since Epileptic was first published as six separate volumes (from 1996 to 2003) and 

covers such a long history of the family, the storyline is sometimes hard to follow. 

Epileptic also includes David B.’s family history and lengthy descriptions of his 

dreams. In this chapter I provide a compact history of the family and, most importantly, 

Jean-Christophe’s illness. Exploring the history and quality of his epilepsy helps to 

contextualize the different metaphors presented in this thesis. 

 The story begins in 1964 when Pierre-François (later David) is five years old, 

Jean-Christophe seven and their little sister Florence four. Their parents are art teachers 

and surround their children with books and stories. The life of the family changes 

drastically when JC gets his first epileptic seizure. The boys are playing on a motorcycle 

owned by the family maid’s boyfriend, when suddenly JC starts cramping and falls 

down. From that moment on, “begins the endless round of doctors, for my brother and 

my parents” (11/1). Two features are central to the story: the seriousness of JC’s illness 

and their parents’, especially their mother’s, tireless search for a cure.  
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Some medications and treatments (such as macrobiotic food) help JC for a while, but 

his seizures always return. David recalls that some of his seizures could last for several 

days. No wonder, then, that the family tries everything to help JC. 

In a telling scene, David has a conversation with the Devil, who is one of his 

imaginary companions, about his father’s failed attempt to use alchemy to cure JC: 

 

“The Great Work will not be completed.” “Are you sad?” “A 

little…” “But deep down you didn’t really believe in it…” 

“That’s true.” “Your father most likely didn’t believe in it 

either.” “If my parents give up, who’s going to cure my brother? 

I don’t have the ability to do so.” (211/3-8) 

 

When I stated that the family tries everything to help JC, the emphasis should be on 

the word “everything.” In the beginning, they visit regular western doctors who first 

perform gaseous encephalograms (injecting gas into patient’s brain) and then 

recommend surgery whose side effects may include JC losing the use of his limbs and 

hearing. It is JC who first reads an article from the “Planète,” a French fantastic 

realism magazine, about macrobiotic lifestyle. The parents decide to take JC to see a 

Japanese man who heals people by macrobiotic treatments, such as acupuncture and 

massage. What is interesting in many of the “cures” to help JC is that the whole family 

has to take part for them to work, and so the whole family starts eating macrobiotic 

food and massage which leads to treatments such as acupuncture. When the 

macrobiotic lifestyle fails to help JC, the family starts seeking other remedies, which 

include seeing a psychopedagogical doctor, having Japanese foot massage and seeing 

a psychiatrist who only stares at JC during their meetings, waiting for him to speak, 

thus causing JC so much stress that he has seizures.  

One cannot but wonder why the family goes through all of the remedies when 

clearly they do not even believe in all of them and it makes their lives difficult for 

years. It is stated that their father is a devout Catholic and their mother believes in 

republican and secular ideals (liberty, equality, and fraternity), as well as a variety of 

esoteric religions (224). It is notable, however, that none of this helps JC and the 

family continues to live in a crisis during a time when there was no reliable anti-

seizure medication. When David realizes that there is no cure, he is devastated: 
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“We’ve been lied to. No one was ever able to help him. We know that now. But we 

continue anyway. We won’t stop until the final possibility has been exhausted” (214).	  

Tensions arise when JC gets older and his epilepsy becomes more of a shield 

to him, a way to avoid growing up and shouldering responsibility. It is interesting that 

although the translated title of the book refers to JC, Epileptic is also an 

autobiographical book, describing B.’s family history as well as his struggles to grow 

up and become an artist, including a very long section of his dreams. The whole 

family is so immersed in treating epilepsy that they in a way become “epileptic” as 

well. I will discuss this aspect later. 	  

In Epileptic, the family struggles with finding cures for epilepsy and they 

seek help from different sources. Scientifically speaking epilepsy cannot be cured, but 

it can be resolved. According to Fisher et al., 	  

 

Epilepsy is considered to be resolved for individuals who either 

had an age-dependent epilepsy syndrome but are now past the 

applicable age or who have remained seizure-free for the last 10 

years and off antiseizure medicines for at least the last 5 years. 

(475) 

 

Jean-Christophe’s epilepsy is not resolved in this manner, but the medication he 

receives as an adult helps prevent the seizures. 

What makes Epileptic a masterpiece is its personal touch and David B.’s brutal 

honesty toward himself and his family, which many critics have praised. There is a 

tradition in some literary works to make the disabled character, in this case JC, seem 

overtly positive and leave negative personal traits outside the story. This tendency is not 

doing disabled characters, or the actual people they might be based on, any favors. The 

idea that disabled people are always happy, fragile, or in contrast extremely tragic, 

makes the characters prosthetic to the narrative. David B. avoids this by describing his 

brother’s weaknesses as well as his favorite things and interests. Another aspect that 

makes Epileptic a work of art, but also a rich material to study, are the visual metaphors 

David B. uses frequently. Epileptic is part of the proud tradition of graphic novels that 

deal with personal narratives, which I discuss next.  

Western autobiographical comics were first an underground phenomenon: 

cartoonist Justin Green’s Binky Brown Meets the Holy Virgin Mary (1972) has been 
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called the first of the genre. If Binky Brown was the autobiographical comic of the 

1970s, Maus by Art Spiegelman was the most famous graphic novel of the 1980s. In 

fact, one cannot help but associate the black and white style of Epileptic and its rich use 

of visual metaphors with the portrayal of cats as Nazis and Jewish people as mice in 

Maus. Joe Sacco’s journalistic comics in the 1990s and Marjane Satrapi’s fairly recent 

Persepolis continue this autobiographical tradition. In the 1990s, the autobiographical 

genre exploded in the English-speaking world, and even today’s active Finnish 

autobiographical comics blog genre clearly has its roots in this tradition. At the same 

time, L’Association became very active in France and some of its artists, such as Lewis 

Trondheim and David B., became internationally known.  

What distinguishes Epileptic from other major autobiographical and 

biographical works is its main topic, David B.’s brother’s epilepsy and his family’s 

coping with his illness. Whereas Maus and Persepolis describe the horrors of wars and 

disastrous historical events (the holocaust and the war in Iran respectively) and the main 

characters’ lives in the middle of those events, David B. deals with a very personal and 

seemingly minor topic. Still, it is interesting that David B. nevertheless uses various war 

and battle metaphors in Epileptic, which speaks volumes of the kind of impact epilepsy 

has on the patient and his family. Comparing Green’s work to David B.’s, we can see a 

tendency that is very common in autobiographical comics: their spectrum of honesty. I 

would argue that the pictorial form of comics gives the artist more freedom to deal with 

very personal issues, since by creating a character who does not even need to look like 

the author, the artist can distance himself from the issues and thus address them more 

freely. Perhaps the supposedly small audience of comics gives the artists more courage 

to deal with them as well. Literary critic Rick Moody maintains that “comics are 

currently better at the sociology of the intimate gesture than literary fiction” (Moody, 

“Disorder in the House”).  

 

1.3 On Epilepsy 

       

Because Epileptic is very much the story of Jean-Christophe and how his 

illness affects his family, it is logical that epilepsy as an illness is constantly present in 

the novel. That is why epilepsy, its conceptualization, and history are worth exploring. 

Understanding the illness helps to understand its metaphors and the themes of Epileptic. 

Throughout history, epilepsy has been misunderstood and people who have had it have 
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suffered and still suffer from the mystical qualities and beliefs associated with it. Until 

the 1970s, United Kingdom had a law that forbade people with epilepsy to marry and in 

the United States, restaurants, theatres, and other public places had the right to deny 

access to people who suffered from seizures. According to the World Health 

Organization, in China and India people with epilepsy can still today be prevented from 

getting married. In many low-income countries, the situation is even grimmer: epilepsy 

is associated with a stigma that can lead to patients not being able to get education or 

work. The stigma can also lead to severe discrimination due to fear of contagion or the 

prejudice that people with epilepsy are cursed. According to Newton and Garcia, 

women in particular suffer, “with a reduction in marriage prospects and increased 

physical and sexual abuse” (1196).  

Luckily, these days many countries have organizations to fight these 

misconceptions and offer academic knowledge about epilepsy. In Finland and the USA, 

approximately half or one percent of inhabitants suffer from epilepsy. According to the 

Finnish Epilepsy Association, there are approximately 56 000 people who have epilepsy 

in Finland and according to the American Epilepsy Foundation, there are approximately 

1.3 to 2.8 million people with epilepsy in the United States. However, it is important to 

note the spectrum of epilepsy: Jean-Christophe in Epileptic has a very severe case of 

epilepsy, but some patients might experience just one seizure during their lives. 

According to the Finnish Epilepsialiitto, anyone can get individual epileptic seizures 

that can be caused by for example staying up too late, stress, or alcohol. The timeframe 

when JC is growing up is also important to take into consideration. These days, it is 

uncommon to see patients with epilepsy having seizures in the street, because of better 

medication. However, medicating, and especially over-medicating epileptic patients, 

especially children, can lead to a whole new set of symptoms, such the patients 

becoming drowsy and unable to perform in everyday situations. This can be extremely 

consuming for the patient’s family. 

The term epilepsy is misleading and colloquial, since epilepsy is in fact a 

family of disorders. According to Fisher et al., in 2005 epilepsy was defined by the 

International League Against Epilepsy (ILAE) as “a disorder of the brain characterized 

by an enduring predisposition to generate epileptic seizures” (475). It has been 

established that epilepsy should be referred to as a disease, but in my opinion, the term 

illness describes epilepsy better. According to the OED, “disease” is often used when 

speaking about a medical problem that affect an organ and it is often caused by 
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infection. By using the term illness, I want to highlight the fact that epilepsy is not 

contagious and the spectrum of it varies from absence seizures that can range from eye 

blinking to severe, long lasting convulsive seizures. Because epilepsy is such a diverse 

illness and many of its features hard to understand, conceptual metaphors and especially 

visual metaphors can help make its qualities more understandable and concrete to 

people who do not suffer from it. Next I explore the theory I use to pinpoint and analyze 

realizations of epilepsy as metaphors in Epileptic. 

 

1.4 On Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

 

A traditional view of metaphors is that they are poetic, rhetorical figures 

writers knowingly insert into the text to create a certain effect. It is also common to 

think that speakers make conscious decisions when they use metaphors in 

conversations. Thus, traditionally metaphors have been thought to occur in the medium 

of language. However, conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) suggests that metaphors are 

actually a crucial part of our everyday lives and people use them without necessarily 

being aware of them. CMT suggests that metaphors are actually an aspect of thinking 

we use all the time, as when describing our workdays when we get home or the status of 

our relationships to our friends (e.g., “The negotiations were a minefield today” or 

“This relationship is going nowhere”).  The idea that metaphors are primarily a feature 

of thought was first introduced by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in their seminal 

study Metaphors We Live By (1980). The idea has been further studied by scholars such 

as Zoltán Kövecses and Charles Forceville. We use metaphors because they make it 

easier to understand difficult concepts, such as life, death, human interaction, and so on. 

These two notions, that metaphors are a feature of thinking and that they are used to 

describe abstract concepts through more concrete ones, are the basis of conceptual 

metaphor theory. Furthermore, some scholars, such as Charles Forceville, have argued 

that if, according to CMT, metaphors manifest themselves through the medium of 

thoughts and the verbal source only stirs the thinking process, metaphors should also 

manifest themselves through pictures and other media, such as comics. Hence, some 

key aspects that are used in studying both linguistic and visual metaphors should be 

presented here. 

Cognitive metaphor theory suggests that metaphors can be defined by 

understanding one conceptual domain through another, usually a more concrete one. 
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Some examples of this include understanding human relationships through utterances 

focusing on journey (“We’re at a crossroads”) or emotions of anger through heat (“She 

was boiling with rage”). According to Kövecses, this view of metaphors can be 

expressed through the model CONCEPTUAL DOMAIN A IS CONCEPTUAL DOMAIN B, 

which constitutes the conceptual metaphor. The small capital letters mean that it does 

not occur in normal language use as such, “but it underlies conceptually all the 

metaphorical expressions listed underneath it” (Kövecses 4). The conceptual domain A 

is called target domain and B is called source domain. The source domain helps us to 

understand the target domain and the source domain is the one where the metaphorical 

expressions are drawn. Common target domains include LIFE, ARGUMENTS, LOVE, 

THEORY, IDEAS, SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS, while common source domains are 

JOURNEYS, WAR, BUILDINGS, FOOD, PLANTS (Kövecses 4). As we can see from these 

examples, the key difference between these two domains is the level of abstraction. The 

source domains tend to be more concrete and they can be something that we have a 

more tangible experience about or a better understanding of (but of course, this does not 

mean that we have to have experiences of, say, war, to understand war metaphors). It 

should be noted that many of the cognitive metaphors I deal with in this thesis are much 

more specific than the ones that conceptual metaphor theory usually studies, such as 
LIFE IS A JOURNEY.  

Conceptual metaphor theory has been both praised and criticized throughout its 

more than thirty years of history. Raymond W. Gibbs introduces several viewpoints to 

CMT criticism in his article “Why Do Some People Dislike Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory?” CMT has had an important role in bringing new scholarly interest to 

metaphors. It has also helped the status and development of cognitive linguistics: “It 

shows how the study of metaphor offers insights into the overall unity of human 

conceptual structures, bodily experience, and the communicative functions of language” 

(15). CMT has also had a leading role in what Lakoff and Johnson have termed the 

“second revolution” of cognitive sciences (Gibbs, 16). The revolution refers to CMT’s 

very basic idea, studying the relationship between bodily experience, language, and 

thoughts that can be culturally pervasive.  In spite of its merits, CMT also faces harsh 

criticism and it is necessary to discuss some of its main problems. 

In his oft-quoted CMT critique, Gregory Murphy divided views of 

metaphorical representations into strong and weak interpretations (176). According to 

Murphy, the strong view suggests that a certain domain can only be understood through 
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another domain and that the target domain exists through metaphorical representation. 

In the weak view, metaphors have a role in the representation of the two different 

domains, but each domain has its own separate representations. Murphy dismisses the 

strong view as being “too extreme to describe anyone’s view” (178) and claims that the 

problem lies in what is called the mapping between the two domains. His ideas about 

mappings seem to be purposefully extreme – like dismissing ARGUMENT IS WAR by 

saying that there is no way that he is thinking of his opponents in an argument having 

uniforms or actually killing them (180). To me, this example is extremely interesting, 

since one of the conceptual metaphors I detected from Epileptic is EPILEPSY IS WAR 

(see 4.1). In this visual domain, B. actually uses different visual means to assign sides in 

the battle. It might be that from Epileptic one cannot deduce that epilepsy is, always and 

to everybody, war but it shows that in this particular work of art, epilepsy is seen as 

war.  

Gibbs notes another concern, held especially by psycholinguists, namely that 

CMT is unable to show what actually happens when people use metaphoric language 

(26). CMT suggests that when we for example use an utterance such as “I feel down 

today,” the conceptual metaphor SAD IS DOWN happens automatically. Naturally, 

linguistic analyses cannot show whether this physically happens. Gibbs also states that 

taking verbal utterances away from their original context can lead to forgetting other 

factors, such as socio-cultural and ideological ones (19).  He comes to the conclusion 

that empirical tests on CMT should answer to these two ideas and CMT scholars should 

show more explicitly the ways in which they conduct their analyses (28, 31). 

Further criticism argues that the linguistic examples that support CMT are 

isolated and cherry-picked examples that make for a confirmation bias (Gibbs, 19). 

Scholars supporting CMT sometimes seem to pick examples to support their theory and 

not vice versa. Bo Pettersson (2011) calls this the top-down search, which he disregards 

and continues to show that in an analysis the primary material should work 

simultaneously with the theory (94).   

In addition, there are other possible reasons why CMT might face such hard 

criticism and sometimes dismissal. For example, CMT has found a surprising role in 

politics. The founding father of CMT, George Lakoff discusses the role of metaphors in 

his book Don’t think of the Elephant! (2004). This resulted in his popularity among the 

American Democratic Party but also in a lot of criticism. Even though it seems that 

there is a call for science being more and more involved in topical discussions outside 
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the scholarly world, involving academic findings with politics in the manner Lakoff did 

was certainly curious.  

Another reason for the criticism I find interesting is presented in Metaphors We 

Live By: ”The concepts that govern our thought are not just matters of the intellect. 

They also govern our everyday functioning, down to the most mundane details” (3).  

Undoubtedly what Lakoff and Johnson presented was non-conservative. After all, the 

very concept that metaphors are a sign of genius in poetry has been first introduced by 

Aristotle. Turning tables and claiming that metaphors are actually everyday phenomena 

that everybody takes part in is quite radical. 

Gibbs goes on to say that “Metaphorical meanings are not fixed.” There does 

not yet seem to be absolute determinations in relation to how people interpret certain 

domains or metaphoric language in general. I find it interesting how black and white the 

CMT discussions sometimes seem to be. I find Gibbs’s idea compelling that CMT could 

be considered as one of the working theories on metaphorical language and thoughts 

(30). The fact that CMT can sometimes seem unfinished and vague does not mean that 

using it in analysis would not result in interesting findings. CMT’s history is full of 

criticism and exposing the sometimes pompous and grandiose history of it would surely 

fill up several theses. Nevertheless, I argue that studying epilepsy through the CMT lens 

is particularly useful. Lakoff and Johnson introduce the idea of “the embodied mind,” 

which means that understanding and thinking is based on more than just the brain, in 

other words cognition cannot be separated from embodiment. Epilepsy for many 

patients and to outsiders is very much a physical concept. Like I state in 1.3, the 

symptoms vary, but even when diagnosing epilepsy, it is the physical aspects that are 

the key like for example Kälviäinen and Eriksson point out (12). Of course most of us 

are lucky enough not to suffer from epilepsy, but we can certainly imagine how it feels 

not being able to breathe or have uncontrollable convulsions. Conceptual metaphors 

used by David B. help us understand epilepsy better and thus provide an important tool 

for analyzing Epileptic. 
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1.4.1 On Visual Metaphors 

 

Usually when attempting to prove that linguistic utterances are metaphorical, it 

is common to apply a metaphor identification procedure (MIP), designed by a group of 

metaphor researchers called the Pragglejaz group. This entails establishing a meaning in 

context and defining whether it has a more basic contemporary meaning. But as noted 

above, metaphors can be found in other art forms, for example in movies and pictures 

(Kövecses 63, 64, 66). Since visual metaphors are not linguistic by nature, the same 

procedure cannot be used. Even though there is no established procedure for identifying 

visual metaphors, Charles Forceville has presented a model for this.  

Forceville states in his paper “Metaphor in Pictures and Multimodal 

Representations” that there is no unifying theory on how to recognize visual/pictorial 

metaphors, although it is a widely studied area of metaphors. He does, however, suggest 

questions recognizing visual metaphors:  

 

”(1) What are its two domains? (2) What is its target domain, and what its 

source domain? (3) Which feature or (structured) cluster of features can or 

must be mapped from source to target?” (Forceville 1996: 108, adapted 

from Max Black’s 1979 interaction theory) 

 

This metaphor identification method is very similar to MIP and what is important in 

both of them is that the object that is being used metaphorically – such as epilepsy as a 

snake – has two different contextual usages: A snake is a reptile, which is commonly 

used in many contexts as an animal slithering on the ground, but its uncommon usage 

can be a snake representing an epileptic seizure. According to Forceville, in order to 

study visual metaphors, they must be “translated” into the verbal A is B format 

mentioned above (Forceville 464). The key point in translating pictures into this format 

is to see whether a set of mappings between the domains can be found. If we apply 

these concepts to visual metaphors, a good example could be a serious epileptic seizure 

described as a large snake attacking and squeezing the patient’s body, making it twist 

into abnormal curves (see Picture 2. from Epileptic 77/5).  

Here the epileptic seizure is the more abstract domain (target domain A) and 

the author tries to help us understand it through a more concrete aspect, the snake 

attacking (source domain B). Because many of us are lucky enough not to have 
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experienced an epileptic seizure, it is hard for us to understand the force of it and how it 

makes the patient’s body feel, but imagining what a snake attack feels like may be 

easier. Maybe we, for example, have seen a TV program or read about anacondas and 

their massive strength of constriction and thus perhaps can understand what a seizure 

feels and looks like. The term “understanding” is much argued in metaphor studies, and 

it is important to discuss what it means, since it connects to the third key aspect of 

CMT, mapping between the source and the target domains. 

 

 

 

   
Picture 2 

 

 

Kövecses claims that “understanding” an abstract concept through a more 

concrete one means “that there is a set of systematic correspondences between the 

source and the target in the sense that constituent conceptual elements of B correspond 

to constituents of elements of A” (Kövecses 7). These correspondences are called 

mappings and it means that we construe an abstract concept (such as epilepsy) in terms 

of another concept (the creature). For each conceptual metaphor, both linguistic and 

visual, there must be a set of corresponding pairs. In Picture 2, we can establish the 

conceptual metaphor EPILEPTIC SEIZURE IS SNAKE ATTACK and the set of 

corresponding pairs that describe the elements of each of the two domains:  
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Source: SNAKE ATTACK Target: EPILEPTIC SEIZURE 

The victim of the attack                                    The patient 

The squeezing                                                   The twisting and turning that  

the seizure causes 

The victim’s choking caused by squeezing      The patient not breathing during  

an epileptic seizure 

Dying because of the attack                              The possible brain damage or even 

death caused by the seizure 

 

Table 1, modeled according to guidelines in Kövecses (9,10) 

Conceptual visual theory faces criticism concerning the connection between 

metaphorical language and metaphorical thinking (Gibbs, “Multiple”). Another 

important point of criticism is the fact that some scholars only view certain kinds of 

metaphors as metaphorical language, since everyday instances of metaphors do not 

produce mappings inside the speaker’s mind. One instance of these everyday utterances 

could be “My future is ahead of me.” I would argue that this phrase includes the 

metaphorical utterance “ahead”, which then suggests a conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A 

ROAD. Gibbs notes that in the field of CMT there is still work to be done, but it does not 

mean that the several empirical studies favoring the existence of CMT should or could 

be ignored (577). Gibbs also suggests that accepting the fact that explaining metaphor 

comprehension by just one theory might not be possible (583). 

Another important question when using CMT to analyze instances of possible 

metaphors is how far the conceptual metaphor can be generalized. If I conclude that 

David B. portraying an epileptic seizure as a snake is a metaphor, should the conceptual 

metaphor in the “A IS B” form be EPILEPSY IS A SNAKE or perhaps EPILEPSY IS AN 

ANIMAL? My claim is that if the metaphor is too general, analyzing and studying it 

would be worthless and the results would not be relevant, and not say anything new 

about the source material. CMT has also faced criticism from literacy critics for only 

being interested in finding the underlying conceptual metaphor, not using it to analyze 

the source material. In this thesis, I attempt to show that using CMT when analyzing 

graphic novels results a richer understanding of them, in this case Epileptic.  
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1.4.2 On Recognizing Visual Metaphors in Graphic Novels 

 

Graphic novels are an excellent source for study, because the pictures are static 

and because abstract concepts are portrayed in multiple ways, thus creating visual 

metaphors. The magical realism of graphic novels is indeed the reason why the comic 

book artist can describe epilepsy in so many ways that may affect readers. Another 

reason for the rich use of metaphors is the rule of thumb used when teaching and 

drawing graphic fiction: if you can show it, do not write it. What this means is that there 

is a long tradition in comics to try to show as much as possible through the medium of 

pictures (and not through language). This is the often discussed and debated difference 

between picture books as such and comics, although there are many well known graphic 

novel artists (such as Edward Gorey), who seem to not to abide by such rules in their 

works. 

It should be noted that many scholars who study visual metaphors in comics 

tend to focus on the very traditional ones, the so-called “pictorial runes” (see e.g. Setälä 

2016).  These include movement lines, steam swirls, stars caused by pain and so forth. 

These symbols have been used in comic art since the very first pages of The Yellow Kid 

which first appeared in 1895. If one chooses to study a conceptual metaphor, such as 

ANGER IS THE HEAT OF A FLUID IN A CONTAINER over and over again, there is no 

promise for new significant findings.  

In such an approach, the horse is dead before the beating. It can of course be 

useful to see whether a metaphor exists in a certain comic but it does not necessary lead 

to any interesting new ideas and findings. This is the reason why more ambivalent and 

novel metaphors, like the ones in Epileptic, should be studied. While DEATH IS A BIRD 

certainly is not a novel metaphor per se, when studied in relation to the source material, 

it reveals a great new proportion of meanings which can also benefit scholars interested 

in the same metaphor in other sources or media. 

 

1.5 On the Narrative Voice in Epileptic 

 

In literary works, where the story revolves around a disabled character, it is 

important to ask whose voices we hear in that story. In Epileptic David is the narrator 

and there are conversations between an adult David, his mother and his sister. Their 
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father did not want to be interviewed for the book, but he is still present in the story. As 

readers, we learn David’s view about his brother, his interpretation of JC’s illness and 

feelings. David reports the stories JC tells about his school and his friends, and JC is by 

no means mute, since he has many speech bubbles of his own. The epilogue of Epileptic 

is interesting, because there JC speaks about his illness and his feelings quite explicitly 

(357). But the epilogue also shows the brothers escaping their family home from the 

window, riding horses into the dark forest, and their characters changing from adults to 

children. It seems clear that this conversation never actually happened, for JC’s 

utterances in the novel are not eloquent or ample as they are here. The epilogue gives JC 

a voice and a chance to tell his side of the story, but the fantasy aspects of the scene 

make it seem surreal. The reader cannot be sure that it gives a correct rendition of how 

JC feels. The fact that there is no interview with JC leaves his character rather two-

dimensional.  

This can be interpreted in two very opposite ways. On the one hand, it can be 

considered respectful toward JC, that is, David B. is not trying to tell what JC feels or 

thinks about his illness. David B. thus manages to avoid what many authors do when 

telling stories about disabled characters – ventriloquism. On the other hand, not letting 

the disabled person’s voice come through limits the readers’ knowledge and 

understanding. However, it is important to note that Epileptic is not only JC’s story 

about his illness, but also about his and David’s family’s life. Epileptic captures David’s 

reaction toward epilepsy, his own struggles when growing up, facing marriage, 

adulthood, and coping with the epilepsy that is shadowing his life. It is also a 

description of how he comes to terms with his somber style of art and his way of telling 

stories. In this sense, it is understandable why JC’s voice is seldom heard. This does not 

mean however that as readers we should not maintain a critical attitude on why we do 

not hear that much from JC since not having a voice indicates a lack of power.  

Sometimes in Epileptic it also seems that while David blames JC for using 

epilepsy as a shield and as an excuse for not committing to things, such as studying, he 

himself is guilty of the same attitude. It seems as if David uses his brother’s epilepsy as 

a justification for their distant brotherly relationship. Surely there are other factors 

beside illness that play a role in such relationships. In the dream-like epilogue it almost 

seems that David is dreaming of another brother, of someone he could discuss deep 

philosophical thoughts with. JC’s attempts to bond with his brother especially during 

his later years seem eccentric, yet sweet. David however seems to dismiss them.  
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2 Illness as a metaphor 

 

By studying metaphors of epilepsy, we can understand the illness itself and the 

patients’ experiences better and how these concepts come across in Epileptic. Susan 

Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors has been called liberating to 

patients, since by studying illness metaphors, the mythical aspects that may be harmful 

to the patients can be dispelled. She points out that illnesses, such as tuberculosis and 

cancer, stir the human imagination and mind, because they are viewed as somewhat 

mystical and produce a rich spectrum of metaphors in literature. Many arguments she 

makes about tuberculosis can be applied to epilepsy as well. For example, there is still 

no cure for tuberculosis and no established theory about what causes it, just as in the 

case of epilepsy. Another aspect of tuberculosis that is similar to epilepsy is that the 

disease is feared, because of its mystical features but also because of the fear of 

contamination, which interestingly enough does not have to be actual. Sontag mentions 

that they can “be felt to be morally, if not literally, contagious“ (6). What this means is 

that people with these diseases often get isolated and treated in odd ways by others.  

This moral contagion can be spotted several times in Epileptic. When David is 

a grown-up, he discusses the possibility of having children with his wife Helene and she 

asks whether epilepsy could be transmitted to their children. David denies this, but it 

seems that the idea irritates him and his wife so much that the idea of having a baby gets 

somehow contaminated (322). When his wife pressures David to ask his mother about 

the issue, his mother becomes furious and denies that epilepsy can be inherited. 

However, his mother becomes very quiet and the reader can see the thoughts running 

through her empty eyes (guilt or desperation). David notes: “I glimpse the abyss this 

question opens up within her” (323).  

Epilepsy is even today considered a mystified disease, and it is still seen by 

many people as contagious (morally or literally), dangerous or incurable. In Epileptic, 

JC has a seizure in a public place and the people’s reactions toward him are horrified. 

The people with staring pointy eyes shout remarks such as “Asylum!” “Shouldn’t be 

outside!” “Crazy!” “Don’t let him out!” “Stay at home!” (130). In another instance, JC 

is on the train with his mother and has a seizure. A man traveling with them leaves the 

car, seemingly angry with them (71/7). It is possible that for some people it is easier to 

understand illnesses and/or disabilities that are visible in the way they affect the patient 
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or the part of the body they affect. Epilepsy is an invisible illness, since it influences the 

brain and through the brain, the whole body. In the light of this, it is logical that David 

conceptualizes JC’s epilepsy as figures, as something tangible. I explore these figures 

and the metaphors they produce next. 

 

2.1 EPILEPSY IS A CREATURE 

 

In Epileptic, JC’s illness is repeatedly portrayed through two different kinds of 

persons/creatures. First, it is viewed as a snakelike creature that seems to have a mind of 

its own, and second, as a person – a ghostlike creature that follows JC and the other 

characters around (see 2.2). These two beings reveal many things about how the 

characters in the novel, especially David, view epilepsy. It comes across as an opponent 

that can be killed with a sword, like a dragon (61/6). In a panel where JC is standing on 

the dragon with a sword piercing its heart, JC has a victorious smile and the drawing 

reminds the reader of a fairytale illustration of St George slaying the dragon. In another 

panel, a rice bowl is in a sword fight with the epilepsy-dragon (49/4). The rice bowl 

represents the macrobiotic lifestyle the family adheres to in order to help JC.  

The dragon is an important symbol for two reasons: it is a mystical and 

mythological fairytale creature, and it is a concept that belongs to childhood. Epilepsy is 

mostly portrayed as a dragon when the children are young, and as a snake when they 

grow up. Slaying dragons is arguably a universal concept, at least in the Indo-European 

poetic tradition (Watkins). Calvert Watkins divides the battles between heroes and 

serpents into three categories based on their motifs, first being a battle with a religious 

motif, the second with an epic motif, and the third with a mythical motif. Epileptic’s 

story could be placed into the third category, much like the battle of Heracles and the 

Hydra.  

The mythological aspect shows that in Epileptic, epilepsy is mystified in the 

ways Sontag shows in Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors. Epilepsy is an 

illness that can be seen as a character that does not belong in our everyday lives, and it 

connects the patient to a realm that healthy people cannot enter. In many cultures, 

epilepsy has been portrayed in a similar way. In Finland, epilepsy was known as 

“itsetauti”, self-disease, in which the patient’s “self” managed to flee her body, thus 

causing pain and seizures. A shaman then had to go to the spiritual world to get the self 

back, thus making the seizures stop. Even though nowadays we have more knowledge 
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of epilepsy, Sontag points out that old ideas do not die easily (17) and age-old attitudes 

can still mold people’s ideas about epilepsy, or at least make them treat patients 

differently.  

The conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS A CREATURE includes two opposite ways 

in which epilepsy can be viewed: First, epilepsy can be seen as a thing you can defeat or 

cure. Second, it can be seen as a strong opponent that cannot be defeated. As stated 

above, when JC and his siblings are young, epilepsy is portrayed as a dragon that JC can 

defeat. This can be linked to the medical fact that when a person gets epilepsy, it may be 

the so-called childhood epilepsy that actually can go away when the patient hits puberty 

(of course there is always the danger of the symptoms returning, for example by head 

trauma). Portraying epilepsy as a creature, something that is real and tangible, suggests 

that it can be defeated by actions. The children in Epileptic rely on their parents and do 

not question the decisions they make about JC’s treatment. They have almost a blind 

faith that JC will be cured, if all of them just follow a macrobiotic diet and do what the 

doctors, gurus, and other healers tell them.  

There seems to be a turning point in the character’s idea of epilepsy, when the 

family returns from seeing their grandfather who has just passed away. This is the first 

time death is present in the children’s life, and understandably seeing and feeling death 

for the first time often marks a sort of rite of passage. After this, JC’s epilepsy changes 

into a creature that cannot be won. The stress of the events cause the adolescent JC to 

have the most horrendous seizure attack, which lasts a day and a half (76–77). After this 

incident, the seizures come back, even worse than before, which is devastating to the 

whole family, since JC has had a seizure-free period. The snake creature is shown to 

peek from the bushes in their yard, stalking JC and attacking him. The snake bites his 

head, thus paralyzing him and making him fall to the ground, where it attacks his body 

more brutally than ever. The creature slithers around JC’s body: “The convulsions go on 

and on. They twist him into knots. As if he was going to explode” (76). Portraying 

epilepsy as a snake makes it much more concrete and dangerous than portraying it as a 

dragon. During a seizure, JC does not seem to be fighting the snake anymore. In fact, it 

seems as though he is completely helpless against it and the physical consequences get 

worse too: the entire graphic novel shows the adolescent and adult JC being badly 

damaged by his epilepsy, both physically and mentally (see e.g. 1).  

The serpent creature has features of both the snake and the dragon, but there 

does not seem to be any clear-cut explanation when one is more prominent than the 
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other. It is sometimes portrayed as not having paws (128/1), but sometimes when it is in 

a very snake-like position, for example coiled (166/4), the paws are present. In my 

opinion, B. tries to keep all the associations of dragons and snakes present in the 

illustrations by not portraying it clearly as one or the other.  The snake-like creature has 

other roles in Epileptic, besides attacking JC during seizures, and they are discussed in 

2.3. 

The serpent is, of course, a biblical figure as well, and much like the snake that 

lured Eve in the Bible, the snake in Epileptic is tempting JC to do negative things that 

have negative consequences. This can be seen when the creature is holding JC’s head 

and hands, thus helping him to stand up, or lurking behind him while he questions the 

reasons why he is the one who is ill and why he cannot eat the same food as his siblings 

(113). In the Bible, the snake represents Satan, and it could be stated that the epilepsy 

represents all things that are bad in Epileptic, it is the source of unhappiness. However, 

such a view is too simplified. At one point the snake intertwines with JC so much that it 

is possible to tell them apart. If the epilepsy represents evil, it would mean that JC 

himself is evil in some way. Of course, all people can be seen as having an evil, darker 

side, but stating that in JC’s case it is epilepsy would make him profoundly different 

from the rest of the characters. The novel is filled with mythological references, but the 

biblical ones seem to be rather few. The snake creature does not seem to have any other 

biblical role but to lure JC to do things that are not good for him.  

The snake is also an important deity in pre-Columbian Mesoamerican societies, 

such as Mayan culture. To some extent David B.’s snake resembles the feathered 

serpent, Quetzalcoatl. But more importantly, the snake is similar to Chinese dragons. 

Chinese and other Asian cultures are present in much of Epileptic. The macrobiotic diet 

the family follows has Japanese origins and many basic foods of this diet are Asian, 

such as rice and miso. David fantasizes about Genghis Khan and imagines himself 

having armor (164/3), which bears resemblance to Mongolian warriors. In Chinese 

culture, dragons are symbols of wisdom and good luck, not evil as they are in western 

mythology. Snakes also have an important place in Chinese mythology, in which many 

snake characters are objects of worship. Interestingly enough, the feathered serpent, 

Quetzalcoatl, also represents wisdom.  

But why does David B. choose dragons/snakes to represent epilepsy? One 

explanation can be the simple fact that especially for children, who spend a lot of time 

outdoors, snakes are dangerous. Thus, when a child is imagining an evil illness or 
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something attacking his brother, a snake could be a logical association. However, it 

must be noted that it is impossible to know whether B. came up with the snake creature 

when he was a child, or whether it is just a way for him to describe epilepsy as an artist. 

Another explanation for this could be that B. aims to show that the nature of epilepsy is 

complex. It is interesting that representing epilepsy as a creature, B. is suggesting that 

the epilepsy is caused by an outsider force, as Plug, Sharrack and Reuber do in their 

article “Seizure Metaphors Differ in Patients’ Accounts of Epileptic and Psychogenic 

Nonepileptic Seizures.” They show that epilepsy can be seen as an outsider agent that 

forces the patient to have seizures. By choosing a character that has so many different 

ideas, mythological aspects, and associations linked to it, B. is describing his brother’s 

epilepsy as a complex illness. Some parts of it are simply impossible to understand for 

people who have not experienced it. Next let me explore the other conceptual metaphor 

linked to describing epilepsy as a physical being. 

 

2.2 EPILEPSY IS A PERSON 

  

As noted above, epilepsy in Epileptic can also be seen as a shadow that follows 

the patient and his family members. The conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS A PERSON is 

often repeated in Epileptic, and it is connected to the idea that when growing up, the 

idea of epilepsy changes. When the children are young, JC and his siblings imagine 

epilepsy as a huge black creature that reminds them of JC and follows him around after 

he has a seizure (63/4). But the children react to it in different ways: instead of just 

accepting the shadow, they are portrayed as trying to run away from it, hiding behind 

the trees, thus attempting to bluff the disease. They even try to drown it in the river by 

holding a paddle over its head, while standing in a small boat. The forest and the games 

make the children forget the existence of the illness, and when they are distracted, 

epilepsy disappears and cannot find them. But later on, when they grow older, epilepsy 

is always with them. This can be seen when JC has a seizure as an adult, or when his 

severely damaged brain makes him see things or become paranoid. The shadow merges 

with JC and does not follow him any more, although in some cases the PERSON is 

actually stalking him (297/3). The seizures are dangerous to the patient’s brain since 

during a convulsion, the patient cannot breathe and the oxygen does not enter the body 

and the brain. At this point, the blackness is not a character anymore but a shadow that 

seems to enter his face and body, making him look bigger and insane (273/1).  
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The epilepsy creatures have other functions in Epileptic as well, such as an 

agent or force that makes JC act in a certain way. Thus let me now present the third 

major conceptual metaphor that has to do with how illness is depicted in this novel, 
EPILEPSY IS A FORCE. 
 

2.3 EPILEPSY IS A FORCE 

 

There are two major ways in which the conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS A 

FORCE functions in Epileptic. First, it is a separating force that takes JC away from his 

family and society. Second, it is a force that helps and supports him. All the visual 

metaphors in Epileptic that have FORCE as their target domain somehow convey the 

idea that JC’s illness separates him from the rest of the world. The story focuses mostly 

on B.’s family, so there are rather few scenes where an outsider comments on JC’s 

condition. However, in such scenes outsiders always consider JC dangerous or 

otherwise condemn his presence. For instance, when JC has an epileptic seizure in 

public, curious people whom B. calls “rubberneckers” are quick to shout out that he 

needs to be taken into a mental hospital or someone should call the police (131). 

Epilepsy separates JC from his siblings in a scene that describes how all three children 

are trying to find their own directions in life. David and Florence are drawn as normal, 

but JC is riding the epilepsy-snake out of the picture (123/2). Epilepsy is also portrayed 

as a force that runs the family’s life. This can be seen in the panel (79/5) where the 

children are inside a clock and epilepsy is drawn as the hands, dictating their lives.  

Epilepsy can work as a separating force, but also as a foothold for the patient. 

It is interesting that the creature also seems to do some rather positive things to JC. 

When JC hits puberty, he starts to question his disease and why of all three children he 

is the only one with it. He also questions the macrobiotic diet that bores him (he cannot 

eat milk products or sweets) and rebels by eating food that is forbidden. When yelling at 

his family, the snake is shown to support him, holding his chair, making him stand up 

and thus epilepsy can also be a force that helps JC to stand up for himself. In one panel, 

the snake is bursting out of JC’s mouth, as if the snake/epilepsy was doing the shouting 

for him (144/1).  

Thus, you could say that while epilepsy controls the patient, it can also give 

him strength to express his feelings. Snakes are often deceptive in stories and in 

Epileptic this notion recurs: on the one hand, for teenagers, it is crucial when growing 
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up to rebel against the norms set by their family and to find their own identity. Finding 

one’s identity when having a severe illness can be difficult, since the illness is always a 

major part of identity, even if it should not dictate it. Thus, the snake helps JC to find 

his own identity, which can be seen as something positive. Nevertheless, the epilepsy 

snake is deceiving him: when JC is fighting against a healthy lifestyle and his family, he 

is harming himself and distancing himself from his family. This is related to the 

discussion about the deceitful biblical snake in 2.1. A more tragic incident where the 

epilepsy is hurting JC and actually hurting others comes later in the novel, when JC is 

hitting his family members with the shadow of epilepsy inside him (256). The reasons 

for why he is acting violent are discussed in 4.1.2.  

A very disturbing image of the metaphor EPILEPSY IS A FORCE occurs when the 

epilepsy snake is shown to merge with JC’s character. The snake has certain 

characteristics, such as dotted skin and dense-lined texture, which are shown to be 

interwoven with JC’s character (142/4). In this way, epilepsy does not only change his 

behavior, but also merges with him, thus possibly even suggesting the conceptual 

metaphor EPILEPSY IS A PATIENT (see also 4.1.2). This shows the state where the illness 

advances so far that the patient is seen by others (and maybe by himself) as a mere 

agent of his disease and not as a person anymore. In Epileptic, the narrator states that JC 

can sometimes use his illness “to avoid dealing with life” (141) and his mother notes 

that JC has actually always been quite lazy and thus epilepsy has given him a way to 

hide from the difficulties of adulthood (212). An illness that first was something the 

patient was fighting against becomes an isolating force, but also a shelter the patient can 

hide in.  

The metaphor EPILEPSY IS A FORCE has been studied before, namely by 

D’Angelosante et al. (2015). They studied how children with epilepsy describe their 

epileptic seizure experiences when they had to choose from different metaphors, 

presented by a psychologist. Metaphors that had to do with either force or an agent were 

dominant (167). In relation to Epileptic, it is interesting that the forces the patients 

named are endogenous and exogenous forces, animal forces, and personified forces (in 

order of most common to less common) (169). Their study aimed to improve 

communication between the patients, their families, and medical staff.  
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2.4 Concluding remarks 

 

In this chapter, I have shown that epilepsy can be conceptualized through 

different conceptual metaphors, EPILEPSY IS A CREATURE, EPILEPSY IS A PERSON and 

EPILEPSY IS A FORCE. Epilepsy can be portrayed as a creature in order to make the 

abstract aspects of it more tangible and thus more understandable for people who have 

not experienced it. The creature in Epileptic is a dragon or a snake with many qualities. 

It can be slayed, relating it to the Indo-European tradition of heroes and serpents. On the 

other hand, the serpent can be seen as too strong and dangerous to overcome, 

dominating JC. In this instance, epilepsy is shown as an illness that cannot be cured. I 

have also stated that there is no pattern in the novel when the creature resembles a snake 

more than a dragon. 

Snakes are mythological figures as well, and the different mythologies bring 

new ideas of how epilepsy is viewed in Epileptic. The snake from the Bible is 

deceptive, much like the epilepsy snake is in this novel. It can help JC stand up for 

himself, but it can also lure him to do things that are harmful for him and in a more 

extreme case, it can help him hurt others physically. The snake works as a deity in some 

old Mesoamerican cultures, where it represents wisdom, much as it does in Chinese 

tradition. By choosing dragons/snakes to represent epilepsy, David B. highlights the 

complexity of his brother’s illness. He also wants to show that when they were children, 

they viewed the illness as an outside agent. 

By representing epilepsy as a force, two important points are made: The illness 

can work as a separating force to the patient and to the family. Other people abandon 

the family because of JC’s illness, and JC is carried away by the epilepsy snake, further 

from his siblings. In addition to epilepsy being a separating force, it can to some extent 

help the patient, giving him a voice and supporting him to find his own self as a young 

person. It is of course important for adolescents to find their own limits and their own 

identity, but it can be harmful if the identity is defined by the illness. In the eyes of 

other people, the patient might start to merge with the illness so much that he only 

becomes the carrier of his disease.  

Although one of the main themes in Epileptic is how epilepsy is portrayed, 

other themes are also described. Next I explore the metaphors that conceptualize death 

and violence. 
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3 Death as a metaphor 

 

There are more visual metaphors portraying epilepsy in Epileptic than there are 

ones portraying death. The major reason for this is that since JC falls ill as a child, 

David pictures epilepsy as a monster invading his brother’s body (77/3), which is an 

understandable notion for a child. Later, David understands that his brother will not be 

cured and he starts to view the monster as unbeatable. It does not however mean that the 

family stops trying to heal JC. Death and violence have important roles in Epileptic, 

since in a way they are both present in the children’s lives. It is not clear when David 

starts connecting his brother’s illness with death and dying, but the most horrendous 

epileptic seizure JC has early on happens right after their grandfather’s death. Death 

also has a permanent role in all of the children’s minds, since one way or the other, they 

all share a death wish which I discuss further on. Death metaphors that are found in the 

pictorial and linguistic form DEATH IS A BIRD and DEATH IS LONELINESS are also 

discussed later. In addition, a close reading and analysis of the text in Epileptic is also 

crucial in order to get a more complete idea of how death is portrayed, what its purpose 

is and how it connects to the characters of the graphic novel.  

Thus in Epileptic, death is a recurring theme. One reason for this is that David 

has been fascinated by death, darkness, and demons ever since he was a child. The 

Egyptian god of the dead, Anubis, visits David in a dream when David is five years old. 

It is interesting that this happens at his grandparents’ place, where later on David is 

actually going to face death for the first time. In other words, death seems to be 

connected to certain places. David describes how in this dream Anubis walks toward 

him and when he wakes up, Anubis is still in the room, “closing in on me” (17/5). This 

terrifying ordeal leaves its mark on David, but not the ones one might expect to see in a 

child who has experienced something horrifying: “Since then, I may fear people, life, 

the future. But I no longer fear ghosts, witches, vampires, devils” (17).  

The close encounter with death defines David’s relationship and fascination 

with violence and darkness. In this scene, Anubis of course stands for death, much like 

the Grim Reaper, but the mythological aspect is gripping. In Egyptian mythology, 

Anubis guides the souls from this world to the afterlife (please note that the terms 

“soul” and “afterlife” are used here in the most general sense). But he leaves David 

behind, thus suggesting that the little boy should stay in the world of the living but also 

connecting him permanently to the afterlife. Later on, David expresses his wish to talk 
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with Hell (153), when the family visits a psychic in order to communicate with the dead 

and to try to find an explanation for JC’s epilepsy. The psychic explains to the family 

that JC was an officer in Napoleon’s army and committed countless murders, thus he 

deserves his illness. This is yet another example of the adverse ideas outsiders can have 

about epilepsy. As JC’s family is always looking for a cure and they keep thinking that 

epilepsy is curable, they do not seem to think that JC has somehow chosen or deserved 

his illness, unlike many of the outsiders in the story. 

Another reason for the motif of death to recur is the connection between it and 

JC’s epilepsy. When JC, David and Florence are young, other children claim that when 

JC is having a seizure, he tries to kill them and grab them by their throats (35/4). David 

and Florence try to explain that when JC is about to fall down, he tries to hang on to 

someone for help and that he has never tried to kill them at home. But the children have 

made up their mind, and they shun David and his siblings (as part of the mental 

contagion mentioned in chapter 2). Sadly, years later, JC in fact becomes violent. He 

returns to home when he is eighteen, after having tried to finish high school in a living 

center for handicapped students. The first time JC physically fights back is when David 

teases him, but he also hurts his parents for no apparent reason. Once his mother asks 

him to heat up some leftover food in the gas oven, but when JC lights a match, he lets it 

burn his fingers and then attacks his mother in a fit of rage. JC also tries to hurt David, 

by sneaking into his room with a knife (264/9). Later in the novel, it is revealed that a 

new American drug, while stopping his epileptic seizures, causes JC to have paranoid 

thoughts that make him lash out (339). But this paranoia in fact seems to manifest itself 

before this new medication. JC believes he has to protect himself with knives in his belt 

and when Florence asks him from whom he needs protection from, all he answers is 

“They hit me! HIT ME! HIT ME!” (263). 

There is no clear-cut explanation as to why JC becomes violent, but it is clear 

that the multiple epileptic seizures have taken their toll on his mental health. Epilepsy 

patients have a slight tendency to have more mental issues than the rest of the 

population and some medications tend to cause depression and anxiety. Especially 

patients with frontal lobe epilepsy are more at risk of psychiatric problems, such as 

anxiety, depression, and personality disorders as shown by for example Äikiä (104–

105). On the other hand, it is possible be that JC’s rage is caused simply by lack of 

stimuli. His parents have exhausted all options when they take him to the center for 

disabled people, including negotiating with the schools to keep him as a pupil. But 
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when the schools for neurotypical people have not accepted him as a pupil or set 

impossible standards for his staying, they have no choice but to take JC to the center. 

And while it seems that for a possibly lazy person (213/3,5) with little ambition like JC, 

the school where the students play cards and games may seem like a good option, it also 

provides little or no challenge or way for him to express his feelings in writing or art, 

which leads to frustration and anger. 

Another way death is connected to JC’s epilepsy is David’s notion that JC 

somehow “dies” when he has a seizure. This notion that a patient with epilepsy “goes 

away” has been discussed in 2.1 but only on a general level and should be analyzed in 

more detail. Often when JC has a long lasting seizure, his family puts him to bed and 

tucks him in. David lies in bed wondering, where his brother goes when he himself goes 

to sleep: “Death? Unconsciousness? Is he dreaming? Is he in another dimension?” 

(179/8). David’s already established fascination with death could be seen as an attempt 

to understand his brother’s illness better. David also seems to understand that epilepsy 

takes its toll on JC’s mental and physical well-being when he wonders: “How many 

epileptic seizures has Jean-Christophe had since the onset of his illness? How many 

times has he died a little?” (175/1,2). By comparing dying and seizing and finally 

realizing that the seizures will not stop, David connects his brother to death in a 

permanent way.  

In chapter 2, I presented ideas on how the abstract qualities of epilepsy can be 

explained through creatures that are more tangible and more understandable. Much like 

epilepsy, death, too, is personified in Epileptic. It is portrayed as a tall, bird-like 

character, which produces a conceptual metaphor DEATH IS A BIRD, which I explore 

next. 

 

3.1. DEATH IS A BIRD 

 

A recurrent character in Epileptic is an almost completely mute bird-like 

character that is born when David’s grandfather passes away. His grandfather has a 

blockage in his heart and is dying at his home. The family visits him and David and his 

siblings see him minutes before and right after his death. When David encounters his 

dead grandfather’s body, he says that it looks like some kind of bird and that the grown-

ups are “stupid” because they think that this bird is his grandfather (76/4-6). The picture 

of the dead man changes first into a normal looking bird, but then into a black, tall bird 
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man character with no resemblance whatsoever to David’s grandfather. This is the first 

time David encounters a dead person, and from here on, the bird man character is with 

David. At first, he follows them home in the backseat of their car, and later he lives in 

their backyard garden. He is also a character to whom David can talk about problems at 

home and whom only he can see. He is often portrayed telling the bird man his secrets, 

the feelings he will not share with any of his family members, psychologists, or fake 

doctors. 

It is unclear whether the bird man represents the ghost of David’s grandfather 

or death. When David escapes his home to the nightly wonderland of their family 

home’s garden, he meets the bird character again. David asks whether he is his 

grandfather and the bird responses positively (interestingly this is the only instance he 

talks). Why, then, if the bird man is the ghost of his grandfather does it look like 

something else? The answer may be that David understands that it cannot be his 

grandfather, it is only a symbol of him. Another, more likely, explanation is that since 

this is the first time David encounters a dead person, the fact that his grandfather’s body 

reminded him of a bird, the bird is associated with death. The bird man thus represents 

death to David. The visual metaphor DEATH IS A BIRD can thus be detected, with DEATH 

as the source domain and BIRD as a target domain.  

It is interesting to study what characteristics of birds are here used to portray 

DEATH and what kind of mapping this conceptual metaphor has. Epileptic is hardly the 

only literary work using this metaphor since a dead person can be portrayed as for 

example a dove (in for instance, Astrid Lindgren’s The Brothers Lionheart), but the 

way this bird man is drawn seems unique. The long beak resemblances a plague 

doctor’s beaked mask, the black color is dominant and the height and silence of the 

character make it horrifying for readers, even if he does not scare David. The most 

important characteristic of birds that David B. is trying to convey through the bird man 

character is the fact that birds live in two “realms”: the ground where humans walk and 

the sky, where humans cannot normally go. The sky may represent the realm of the 

dead, so the bird man could be seen as a negotiator between the two worlds.  

Birds, like snakes (see 2.1), are associated with mythological qualities. The 

Egyptian deity Anubis visits David in his dream, and the bird man could be a version of 

the Egyptian god Thoth. Just as the bird man in Epileptic, Thoth’s body is often 

depicted as that of a human, but he has the head of an ibis bird. The long beak of ibis is 

similar to the one the bird man has. As noted above, the bird man may be a negotiator 
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between the physical world and death, and Thoth’s roles includes being a mediator 

between good and evil. The bird man could then be interpreted as what keeps David’s 

life in balance. Nighttime, darkness, and evil are usually ideas linked together, whereas 

daytime, light, and goodness, are on the other side of this dichotomy. There is so much 

darkness in David’s life, that although the bird man is usually only present during the 

nighttime, he still makes sure that David does not dwell in death and darkness. Maybe 

the fact that David is not afraid of this rather gentle character connects him to the side of 

light and goodness after all.  

When David gets older, he is depicted as 

standing on the ground, with the bird man 

buried underneath (see picture 3). Buried with 

the bird man are the skeletons of Mongolian 

soldiers. It is unclear what meaning the 

soldiers have, but they may indicate that 

David thinks of his grandfather as a hero, just 

as he idolizes Mongolian warriors. When 

David finds a mental armor by which he can 

hide from epilepsy and his situation at home, 

he does not need the bird man anymore. He 

yells at the creature, telling him to go away, 

that he is not real, and that David is in fact all 

alone (134/5-7). At this point, it seems that 

David has grown out of his grandfather’s 

ghost’s companion. But he is not the only one 

who the bird man accompanies. His mother is 

“unable to finish the work of grieving”(143/2). 

The bird man’s beak is portrayed as piercing 

David’s mother’s chest, which suggests that 

the grief is located in her heart. The family 

seeks out a psychic, who can supposedly talk 

with dead people. The psychic suggests that  

 

Picture 3 
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their grandfather is lost at an intermediate level and cannot move forward into the next 

level and reincarnation (146/1).   

 She states that their grandfather is not aware that he is dead and that is why he 

torments his living relatives. The family communicates with their grandfather through 

an Ouija board and simultaneously with other dead people. There is no particular point 

when the ghost of her father stops bothering David’s mother, but communicating with 

the dead through the board makes Florence and David more connected to the afterlife.  

The conceptual metaphor DEATH IS A BIRD is the only clear realization of the 

source domain DEATH as a visual metaphor form. It is important to include close 

reading and textual and pictorial analysis to gain a richer understanding on what kind of 

role death has in Epileptic. Now I am going to explore the connection between epilepsy 

and death, loneliness and death, as well as the death wish these connections produce in 

the children.  

 

3.2 On Loneliness and Death Wishes 

 

In David’s mind, death is strongly connected to his brother and his epilepsy. 

David compares having a seizure and dying, and he compares JC’s room to a tomb 

(317/4). This same idea is repeated in a dream David has (335). He is on a boat, floating 

on a lake that looks very similar to the one where they as children pretended to drown 

the epilepsy ghost. Instead of a ghost, it is JC who ascends from the water in front of 

David’s boat. When the boat hits JC in the chest, he is angry with David for having 

killed him. David’s shocking response, “You were already dead anyway” (335/5), 

carries many meanings. This suggests that JC is beyond saving, and David considers his 

epilepsy so severe that metaphorically speaking JC is “dead already,” because of his 

loneliness, isolation, and constant fight with epilepsy. Linking JC with the ghost in the 

dream also supports my idea I have presented above that other people start to view the 

patient as mere agents of their illnesses.  

David also connects loneliness with death, thus suggesting the linguistic 

conceptual metaphor DEATH IS LONELINESS. When he moves to Paris to study, he 

leaves his loyal imaginary friends behind and states that he wants to be alone (276/5). 

Although there is some irony in telling one’s mental companion that one needs to be 

alone, David truly is more alone in Paris than ever before. He spends his time drawing 

in his room or at school. At first, he seems to connect only with his teacher. During his 
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third year in school, he tries to get closer to people (311/1) and starts to talk about his 

loneliness and his brother to a girl named Sophie, which makes him feel light and good. 

When Sophie tells him that they should not see each other anymore, because what he 

tells her about his brother is too heavy for her  (313/9), David is devastated. A giant 

version of JC pulls him into darkness and tells him that they both are alike, cursed and 

ill. JC’s character states, “Both of us are dead” (315/1). After this, JC does not take 

anything seriously, makes her mother cry because he fails his classes, and ultimately 

flees to another country for a while (316/1). It is important to note that it is JC’s 

epilepsy that is making David “dead” in the sense that he cannot connect with other 

people or other people abandon him because of the epilepsy, even if he himself makes 

the situation worse. In a way he is dead, since he does not leave any marks and 

disappears from the lives of those who love him.  

In fact, while JC may be connected to death via his epilepsy, the other two 

children in the novel seem to share a death wish, too. After talking with the dead 

through the Ouija board, Florence is connected to the realm of dead. She remembers 

everything about her previous incarnations (151/5), many of which suffered a horrible 

death, like being stoned to death. Florence tries to commit suicide by swallowing JC’s 

medications, and David notes that she was bedridden for several days, not being able to 

regain full consciousness (158/3). In the illustration, Florence is lying in the bed, a dead 

person levitating on top of her, both staring at each other. This illustration could mean 

that Florence was between life and death. Florence spends much time in the home of the 

psychic lady, who has taught them to use the Ouija board. She tells Florence that she 

has a gift of talking and connecting with the dead and that she is surrounded all the time 

by a gang of bikers who died in an accident (160/7/8). The adult Florence is talking with 

David, stating that she never got over the sadness these moments brought to her 

(161/5,6). Of course, it is possible that Florence too feels that she is “epileptic” in a way 

that isolates her, and she has to take part in the battle with it, although Florence’s death 

wish could be linked to a much more mundane explanation. She is younger than her 

brothers and their parents expose her to the afterlife and dead people. Since she is a 

sensitive person who likes to write poetry (124/4) and is very open to what for instance 

the psychic tells her, it is no wonder that she gets depressed. 

David thinks about killing himself, too, but does not act out his suicidal 

thoughts. When he lives in Paris as a young adult, he has to walk aimlessly for hours in 

order to be able to sleep (282/5). He states that he would like to kill himself with a knife 
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and that would finally guarantee him enough sleep (289/9). He also states that by 

spilling his blood, all negative feelings he has would come out too (289/8). But in 

contrast, in this vision his detached head speaks to his body, stating that he does not 

really want to be dead, but that it is his way of telling stories (290/3). In my opinion, 

this is the only passage in Epileptic that feels somehow false. David’s character states 

that there are several stories that have helped him and he in return wants to help people 

with his stories. This seems true, but how would his admitting his wish to kill himself 

help other people? David does not give an answer to this, but goes on to say that he was 

meant to dream and tell stories (290/8,9). 

Death also seems to connect the two brothers. In 1995, David is visiting his old 

home when JC wants to talk to him. JC has started to have premonitions about his 

death, including the exact date when he dies (349/5). JC states that he and David both 

have a cross sign in their palms and that this means that David is going to die too 

(349/2). His prophecy does not seem to be aggressive or angry, so maybe he truly 

wishes that David would join him in the afterlife. As noted above, in David’s mind, 

both of them being “dead” means that they both are completely alone from other people. 

In the end, Epileptic does not give a straightforward answer to whether death is 

a negative event through and through. After all, dead people, like their grandfather, 

seem to not go away, but to stay with the family. At least the family’s mother, Florence, 

and JC believe in reincarnation. JC wishes that their mother would have another child, 

so that they could be together for another lifetime as well, but their mother refuses, 

telling him that reincarnation does not work that way (352/7-9). Since JC considers 

death as the start of something new, which for him could entail the chance of not living 

life as an epileptic. In the epilogue the brothers are horseback riding and talking in an 

apparently imaginary situation. David tells his brother that he had a dream of JC’s death 

where JC became one with death (361/2). David states that death was “Neither torture 

nor reward… but all the faces in the world flickering across yours, for all of 

eternity”(361/5-6) until David’s face becomes JC’s face. In this part of the story, death 

stands for moving on, thus representing some sort of acceptance. I will develop this idea 

in chapter 4. 
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3.3. Concluding remarks 

 

In this chapter, I have shown that death and epilepsy are connected in Epileptic 

in multiple ways. They are present in David’s and his family’s lives from early on. In 

David’s life, a nocturnal visit from the god Anubis and the death of his grandfather 

make him connect with the afterlife. The bird man, death personified, is a companion to 

David, whom he can open up to about his feelings.  Contrasting death with birds 

produces the conceptual metaphor DEATH IS A BIRD. The most important characteristic 

of this metaphor is the fact that birds move between two realms, the sky and the ground. 

The sky represents death and the ground represents human life and existence. The bird 

man represents the Egyptian god Thoth, who moves between good and evil, much as the 

bird man connects David to the realm of the dead. Another conceptual metaphor that 

has DEATH as a target is DEATH IS LONELINESS. This is supported by the text according 

to which David feels lonely and abandoned, and JC’s character tells him that they both 

are “dead.” The two brothers are thus also connected through the notion of death. 

The family’s children all share a connection with death. JC is connected to 

death because of his seizures, during which David thinks he dies. JC also has prophecies 

about his own death. Florence tries to kill herself, and believes that she has the gift to 

talk with the dead and that she is followed by dead people. David thinks about killing 

himself, and how it would make him feel better, but states later that he thinks such 

thoughts in order to be able to tell the story better. The idea of death is neither positive 

or negative in Epileptic, but it has to do with resolutions and acceptance.  

Thus in this thesis, I have so shown how illness can be portrayed through 

visual metaphors and how death is connected to epilepsy. Another important motif that 

is connected to JC’s illness is war and its metaphors. The constant battle with epilepsy 

produces a rich variety of metaphors, which I study next. 
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4 War as a metaphor 

 

Although the major themes in Epileptic are the portrayals of epilepsy and 

death, there are other important motifs. Studying their metaphors help to form a more 

complete idea of how Epileptic describes the impact of epilepsy on the main characters’ 

lives. Here, as in chapter 3, I make use of conceptual metaphor theory to identify and to 

analyze the metaphors found in this graphic novel. Some literary and pictorial analysis 

is also included, because excluding them would entail excluding some relevant data. It 

would not be fair to this work to ignore instances where there clearly is no metaphor to 

be analyzed, but some other feature that will tell more about Epileptic. In this chapter, I 

give some background knowledge about David’s relationship to battles and war. 

As noted in the previous chapter, the narrator David is fascinated by violence 

and wars. It is stated that he is particularly interested in the violent biblical stories their 

father tells them and that their mother’s stories about the conquest of Mexico were 

“even better because it’s nothing but fighting” (4/4). Also, their family history is full of 

battles and war, and such stories fascinate David and he feels like they belong to his life 

as well. David claims that “1914-1918, 1939-1945, 1954-1962 [sic] Even if I didn’t live 

through them, these dates are part of my life too” (32/6), thus referring to World War I 

(where his grandfather fought), World War II, and the Algerian war. Both David and JC 

love drawing from an early age and they draw what fascinates them, that is, war scenes. 

What is interesting is that David describes his frenzied need to cover pages of his stories 

with battle scenes and bodies as his own form of epilepsy (20/5). It is unclear what he 

means by this, but it could be interpreted as meaning that the will to draw is a 

compulsion that he cannot control, much like JC’s seizures. On the other hand, there is 

evidence to support the view that JC “disappears” into epilepsy and that David’s 

drawings help him flee his life for a while. David also notes that they both have rage 

boiling inside them, but their outlets are different. David draws battle scenes, whereas 

JC dreams of tyrants and dictators, such as Hitler (20/6).  

Epileptic seizures make JC lose control over his body and mind and David 

pictures his brother’s body being invaded. It is no surprise, then, that in the novel there 

are metaphors that conceptualize war and enemies. The family’s life transforms into a 

battle in many ways. One curious incident is a scene where the family visits a 

macrobiotic camp and the children play battles with each other, yelling slogans such as 

“I’m whole rice” or “I’m tofu” (103/1). David also states that the children attempt to 
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find “refuge” from the camps (103/7). Inside the camps, there are constant power 

struggles between leaders, and regular verbal abuse of the children. Thus, even places 

that are supposed to be helpful for the family can become arenas of battles.  Next I 

analyze two conceptual metaphors found in Epileptic, EPILEPSY IS WAR and EPILEPSY IS 

AN ENEMY.  

 

4.1 EPILEPSY IS WAR 

 

David clearly views his life as a “series of confrontations” (358). EPILEPSY IS 

WAR shows that one opponent he is fighting is in fact epilepsy. Both David and JC are 

portrayed as fighting with the epilepsy creature, but JC is usually subdued by it. David 

is depicted as defending his home from epilepsy. He states in the text, “I feel like I’m 

under siege, here in our faraway home” (82/2). The illustration portrays the epilepsy 

snake as having several hands, all equipped with a sword, and in the next panel David is 

shooting arrows at the epilepsy creature. Thus, the whole family are allied in their fight 

against the enemy (192/8). This is also corroborated by the fact mentioned above that 

the whole family takes part in the healing rituals that are supposed to “fight” epilepsy. 

Other opponents that the family is fighting against are the bystanders who isolate them 

(35), stare at them (236), or intimidate JC (131).  

A broader view of the metaphor EPILEPSY IS WAR suggests that the family’s 

mother can be seen as a general of this army, leading their battle. This is supported by 

the fact that she is the one organizing new kinds of therapies for the family, making all 

of them to participate, because she believes that only if they all participate, can JC be 

healed (197/4). The allies in this battle are thus JC and his family, and also some 

“monsters,” as David notes at one point (197/6). Here David, JC, Florence, and their 

father are depicted as standing with David’s nocturnal mental companions (197/5). This 

could be interpreted to mean that the family is isolated from the rest of the society 

because of a “monster,” that is, JC’s epilepsy and are on the creature’s side in the battle. 

Still the family is said to be ill with JC’s epilepsy and be on the same side (192/8). The 

family members’ faces are drawn with big black shadows – much similar to the ones JC 

is drawn with when he is representing his illness. The family is ill in that way that they 

all have to participate in JC’s therapy, but most of all it means that they are isolated 

because of social contagion, as mentioned by Sontag.  
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The casualties of this war are the battle wounds left in JC’s body and mind, and 

the isolation the family faces. In 1994, the adult JC’s face is covered in scars and scabs 

and his head is bald at the top from falling so much. Some of his teeth are gone and the 

seizures have also taken a toll on his mental capacities. The isolation the family faces 

and David’s feeling of utter loneliness can also be seen as consequences of this lost 

battle. Losing the battle means that JC’s epilepsy does not go away with his age and he 

is not cured of it.  

 

 
   Picture 4                                                 Picture 5 

 

Another interesting way in which the metaphor EPILEPSY IS WAR is construed 

is the similarities between the pictures 4 and 5. Here B. is portraying the stack of JC’s 

figures having seizures, lying in a pile (175/3), and the piles of corpses are depicted in 

many illustrations (see for example 173/4).  In the illustration of JC, David is pondering 

the amount of seizures JC has suffered. This connects to the war imagery in the sense 

that in David’s mind, history is full of battles and war, so that both the amount of JC’s 

epileptic seizures and war victims are countless in David’s world. Their family history 

is full of battles and JC is part of this tradition. His ancestors fought invisible enemies 

(for example, Nazi Germany) in the sense that troops in the battlefield do not face the 

enemy, only the other soldiers, just as JC is fighting a similar kind of opponent. I have 

also noted that David regards his brother’s seizures as dying, much as war victims die in 

battles (see chapter 3).  

Thus, one way in which epilepsy is conceptualized in Epileptic is through the 

metaphor EPILEPSY IS WAR, of which there is both textual and visual evidence. In this 
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conceptual metaphor, the more abstract domain (target), epilepsy, is explained through 

the more concrete source domain, war. The mappings that I have explored above 

between these domains (see 1.4.1) are illustrated in Table 2. 

 

Source: WAR Target: EPILEPSY 

The victim of the battle The patient suffering from epilepsy 

The battle scene The patient’s body 

The casualties The effects of epilepsy in the patient 

(weakened mental capacity, “battle 

wounds” from falling down and hurting 

oneself) 

The effects of epilepsy in the patient’s 

family 

The enemy The illness 

The allies The patient/his family 

 

Table 2, modeled according to guidelines in Kövecses (9,10) 

 

David is not only fighting epilepsy as part of JC’s “troops,” but he is also 

fighting a private battle. He is isolating himself from his family and later on his life, 

from his friends, thus fighting alone. David’s feelings toward epilepsy and his brother 

are complex. He is convinced that he too is epileptic, but what “epileptic” actually 

means is rather multifaceted. On the one hand, it refers to the physical illness, but on the 

other it stands for the mental contagion, social isolation, and being allied with monsters 

and darkness. 
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 4.2 EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY    

 

The conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY has many similar features to 

the EPILEPSY IS WAR metaphor. Here, too, the opposing sides are the illness and the 

patient/the patient’s family. However, EPILEPSY IS WAR describes the overall state of 

the family’s life in Epileptic, whereas EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY conveys the personal 

battles both David and JC face. This is supported by the fact that none of the other 

family members are depicted as actually fighting with the epilepsy creature. 

     David is convinced that he too is epileptic, but he can keep himself from actually 

falling ill by fighting back. He also believes that it is inevitable that both he and his 

sister will succumb to JC’s illness and become epileptic. It is stated that he has suffered 

from “explosions in his head” ever since he was an adolescent (166/2). He believes that 

these explosions, that usually take a few seconds, are in fact epileptic seizures coming, 

but he can stop them with his armor. David starts creating this mental armor when he is 

approximately eleven years old, after their grandfather has passed away and JC’s 

epileptic seizures are worse than ever.  

The view of David as an epileptic might also stand for the social stigma the 

whole family suffers from. David’s life seems to be intertwined with JC’s epilepsy, 

because he has to take part in the treatments, be on the lookout for the seizures, and be 

there for his brother during and after the seizures. Thus epilepsy defines his life too, and 

nighttime seems to be the only time he can be alone and not worry about his brother 

(although he spends many nights worrying). Much like his brother, David cannot live a 

“normal” life before he moves away from his home, so he describes himself as being ill. 

David’s favorite historical figure is Genghis Khan, and his armor is portrayed 

as similar to the one Khan and other Mongolian warriors wore. It is stated that this 

armor helps him to “remain standing” (82/4), which can be interpreted in the sense that 

without it he would be crushed under the weight of epilepsy, and his brother’s 

condition. It is understandable, because so far nothing has helped and epilepsy is 

running the family’s everyday life (79/5), thus having a huge impact on David as well. 

It is stated that the armor becomes stronger the older David gets (151/2), and that it 

isolates him (167/2). This notion of loneliness is always part of David’s life and he feels 

that he avoids talking about himself in order to protect himself from the epilepsy 

(167/4-5). When David moves to Paris and lives on his own, he is rather bitter about 

this: “During all those years, I said nothing, I deferred to my brother” (280/6). It seems, 
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however, that what aggravates him the most is the fact that no matter how quiet he was, 

JC was not cured (281/1,2). 

David’s mental armor belongs to his childhood, and it is replaced later in his 

life by fantasy literature and the darkness it portrays. The nightly forest surrounding 

their home becomes his safe haven. Even as a child, he states that he can leave Genghis 

Khan, his weapons, and his armor behind when he enters the forest (84/7). When David 

enters puberty, “The battles and the massacres are no longer enough to evoke what I 

feel” (184/1). He dives into fantasy literature, especially the “Marabout Fantastique” 

series, because it helps him to make sense of the reality he lives in (185/2). He replaces 

Genghis Khan and the bird man with new allies, a devilish looking man, a skeleton and 

a cat man. David changes his mental companion as a result of growing older. He 

understands the negative characteristics of Genghis Khan, such as how his massacres 

are reminiscent of Nazi concentration camps, and the more he learns about history, the 

more he loathes Nazis and Hitler. Thus the war imagery is not enough to help him 

understand the absurd qualities of his own life and experiences, so he needs mystical 

and fantastical ideas to explain them.  

In Epileptic, the target, which David fights against, changes in disturbing ways. 

I have noted in 2.2 that epilepsy is described to be so infested in JC that it evokes the 

conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS A PATIENT and it is connected to the metaphor 

EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY too. About the time when David starts reading fantasy books, he 

claims that he “can no longer distinguish my brother’s illness as being separate from 

him. Epilepsy has merged with his body” (190/2-3). This is the first time JC’s character 

is drawn with thick black ink marks, which recur later, when he is seventeen and his 

behavior changes. Earlier, JC never fought back when David tried to wrestle with him 

and he was not violent towards anyone. JC comes out of a seizure and starts kicking his 

father. A year later, he attacks his mother and punches his father in the stomach. JC is 

drawn as a giant with the black thick lines crisscrossing his face and body (261). 

David and JC suffer from normal brotherly rivalry from early on but it 

escalates because JC gets so much attention from their parents and because David is 

envious of JC, owing to the fact that he does not need to grow up and mature like David 

has to (212/5). David is also somewhat disgusted by his brother because he thinks he 

might be enjoying his epilepsy and the fact that David is teasing him (176). It is 

probable that JC is likewise envious of David, because he is healthy and knows how to 

do things that get people’s attention, such as drawing (247/9). Their rivalry transforms 
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into a more severe battle when JC becomes paranoid and starts collecting weapons to be 

able to defend himself (263). Things escalate into a climax when JC sneaks into David’s 

room with a bread knife (265). JC succumbs, but David becomes more aware that he 

needs to be able to defend himself. It is stated that both he and Florence have fantasies 

about killing JC, and they even go as far as to think about the murder weapon. It is 

unclear whether this idea of killing JC stems from the desire to kill epilepsy or whether 

living with him is so difficult that they actually have adolescent fantasies about killing 

him.      

But the truth is that JC becomes more hostile and aggressive. For example, he 

threatens David with an axe because he wants him out of the bathtub. When their father 

and sister leave the house, David recalls, “The battle broke out the minute my father 

left” (271). This time, David once again needs his armor and he is depicted as protecting 

their mother against a snake-like, monstrously huge JC, who is armed with two knives 

(see Picture 6). It is interesting that in this illustration David is wearing his Mongolian 

armor and JC is attacking him with knives in a position that resemble Japanese 

samurais. These two countries have a long history of war. There is another similar 

juxtaposition, when JC idolizes Hitler and wants to have a swastika flag on his wall, and 

David states that he himself is a Jew, apparently just to make JC angry (190/8/9). 

Naturally, a fight ensues.  

Picture 6 
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It is unclear why JC becomes violent. It could be that his epilepsy (especially 

all the head injuries) is taking a toll on his mental health and his personality. Another 

explanation could be that he is fighting a war of his own. In vain, he tries to fight 

epilepsy. David notes that JC becomes interested in Hitler, because he craves power and 

domination (21/2) and his dream is to lead an enormous army. Later on, he idolizes 

Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin, but David notes that “the nature of his worship doesn’t 

change. He identifies with those leaders who can whip the crowds into a frenzy” (81/4). 

JC’s idolizing of dictators goes on from childhood to adulthood and it does not seem to 

be connected to anti-Semitism. David notes that JC does not even now what a “Jew” 

means. But even the dictators do not help him in his battle with epilepsy. And when he 

cannot defeat his illness, whom else could he rebel against or be angry at but his family.  

JC does not have friends and he clings to his mother like a child. He is not 

interested in becoming independent, and wants to live at home with his parents. He 

spends a day in a clinic where he apparently could have stayed for a longer time. In the 

clinic the doctors have the ideology that they can learn from the patients as much as the 

patients can learn from them. But according to David, JC does not want to teach anyone 

anything and the freedom the clinic offers is terrifying to him (307). For a while JC is 

enrolled in the Law Faculty of a university in Paris, but he does not attend classes and 

disappoints a teacher, who is keen to teach him English, by not showing up. JC’s 

condition makes him miss his home’s safety and his mother’s protection against 

growing up and the rest of the world, but it also makes him unhappy which may cause 

his violent behavior.  

JC’s aggressive behavior is connected to him totally losing control over his life 

and not having an outlet for his rage. In literature, disabled characters often find a 

creative outlet to help them cope with their condition, but also help them to vent their 

feelings. In the autobiographical novel Planet of the Blind, Stephen Kuusisto describes 

how learning to type helped him to cope with his blindness from an early age. It is 

surprising that in Epileptic the parents, who are art teachers, do not seem to guide JC 

toward any kind of creative way of expressing himself. He writes down some memories 

when he lives in a center for disabled people (317/6), but does not seem to continue to 

write. JC draws battle scenes with David when they are young, but stops drawing. In the 

epilogue, the two reminisce about their joined book projects and how delightful they 

were (359/4) and David tells JC that his drawings were beautiful (360/1). It is unclear 

why JC stops drawing, but when he comes back from school to live at home, his life 
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seems dull enough to make him frustrated. When he is much older, he starts telling 

prophecies, mainly about his own death, and David notes that they replace his writings 

and are his way of creating something (349/9). Now he is calmer, so possibly his 

creativeness has helped him. 

Throughout his life JC is dependent on others in many ways. Owing to his 

illness, he is passed on from healer to healer. Strangers promise aid to help his condition 

and his parents repeatedly give their blessings to their questionable methods. Some of 

these methods seem to be painful and stressful, and it is understandable that when their 

effect turns out to be negligible, JC gets even more frustrated and aggressive.  

Epilepsy has a stigmatic relationship with violence. Marsh and Krauss claim in 

their article “Aggression and Violence in Patients with Epilepsy” that although violent 

behavior is often linked to epilepsy, there can be multiple reasons for it, such as an 

underlying brain dysfunction. They also state that untrained people might mistake an 

epileptic patient’s behavior during a seizure for a violent act (160). Epilepsy is often 

linked in media and literature to violent and even criminal behavior and it is stated that 

this is harmful to the patients because it worsens the stigma surrounding epilepsy (162). 

JC is not safe from this stigma when he has a seizure in a public place and people 

around him shout that he belongs in a mental hospital or that he should not be let 

outside. Peoples’ reactions toward him, although he might not be conscious of it during 

the convulsions, make him feel isolated and angry. 

It is worth noting that JC is not the only one of the siblings who acts violently, 

his aggression just seems more dangerous. David is no angel himself and recalls that he 

tormented his brother and sister by knocking over their beds and hitting them with 

stuffed animals (84/1-2). When his brother gets ill, he understand that he can make him 

have a seizure by making him excited. He realizes the power he possesses over his 

brother and swears that he will never try to make him have a seizure (38). It is not clear 

whether he keeps his promise. When they are older, David torments his brother in a 

dream-like sequence, and terrorizes his brother until he has a seizure (229). It is unclear, 

however, whether this actually happened, or whether it is a dream David has. David is 

also passive aggressive toward his brother. At one point, when the brothers are riding 

their bicycles, David thinks that if JC were to have a seizure and fall or were run over 

by a truck, JC’s death would not be his fault (130/7 and 132/1). Later, David wishes that 

his brother would blow himself up by adding gasoline to burning leaves. He goes and 

tells their father, who stops JC in time, and David states, “Jean-Christophe doesn’t die. 
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Did I win or lose? I’m not sure…” (133/8). David has much rage inside him that he tries 

to vent by drawing, escaping into the forest at night, and physical activities, such as 

chopping wood with an old sword (143/3).  

 

4.3 Concluding remarks  

 

In this chapter I have shown that epilepsy can be portrayed through war 

metaphors, namely EPILEPSY IS WAR and EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY. David feels a strong 

connection to the history of wars and probably views his own and his brother’s battle 

with epilepsy as belonging on the same continuum. David spends much time drawing 

battle scenes when he is a child, describing it as his own form of epilepsy. David 

imagines epilepsy as an invader, who is making his brother sick but also as someone 

David himself constantly needs to defend himself against.  

     The conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS WAR comes across in many ways. 

David B. illustrates the epilepsy creature as attacking the family’s home and David 

defending it with arrows and swords. Their mother acts like a general of an army that 

consists of the family members and monsters, all on the same side in this battle. This 

might mean that the rest of the family is so intertwined with epilepsy that it causes them 

to be on the same side with epilepsy and that the battle is in vain. The casualties of this 

war also include the multiple ”battle scars” JC carries in his mind and body as an adult. 

Another important metaphor of war is EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY, which 

highlights the personal battles David and JC face through epilepsy. David is convinced 

that he, too, has epilepsy, but his mental armor helps him fence it off. David’s armor is 

also isolating him from others, and he thinks that by sacrificing his words (being silent), 

he can defeat epilepsy (167/4). As an adult, he becomes angry due to the fact that his 

silence did not help JC. Later on, the fantasy books David loves replace his armor. 

Hence the fantasy creatures help him to understand the twisted world he lives in better 

than the war stories.  

David and JC fight with each other, and their conflicts become more violent 

when they grow older. It is unclear why JC becomes violent, but epilepsy is clearly 

taking its toll on his mental health. Other reasons might be that he is angry with his 

illness. It is not only JC who vents his anger, David too feels bad, which he tries to vent 

by drawing and thinking grim thoughts. 
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 5 Conclusion 

 

Epileptic is the story of David B.’s family and how they cope with David’s 

brother’s severe epilepsy. The novel also describes the heartbreaking journey the family 

has to go through in order to accept that JC is never going to be cured of epilepsy. As 

mentioned above, the conceptual metaphors EPILEPSY IS A CREATURE and EPILEPSY IS 

A PERSON describe the point during JC’s childhood, when the family believed that he 

could defeat his illness. However, the CREATURE proves to be something that cannot be 

killed off and it defeats JC. Epilepsy isolates JC from his family, but also offers him a 

standing point to rebel against his family and the rules set out for him. These aspects are 

described by the conceptual metaphor EPILEPSY IS A FORCE. Different kinds of 

metaphor studies in relation to epilepsy should be conducted. As noted by 

D’Angelosante et al., studying epilepsy can help to improve communication between 

patients, their loved ones, and medical staff. They too call for larger studies with more 

participants and such research could benefit from a multi-disciplinary approach 

involving conceptual metaphors. 

Epilepsy brings the family closer to death in two main ways. First, there is the 

very real possibility that JC could die because of his illness. Second, the family’s 

mother seeks answers to his son’s epilepsy from the previous lives – something that 

makes Florence dwell on death and darkness. However, the family’s relationship with 

death is complicated. It is of course something they try to avoid at all cost by trying to 

cure JC. But the fact that David’s grandfather represents death as the bird man might 

suggest that death is not altogether negative in Epileptic. This is further supported by JC 

naively hoping to die with David. After all, in some ways death can be a relief after a 

severe and long lasting illness.  

Death often represents social isolation and loneliness in Epileptic, thus 

suggesting the metaphor DEATH IS LONELINESS. In David’s mind, JC dies a little every 

time he has a seizure but he also thinks of JC as being already dead.  David, too, thinks 

of himself as being dead because of his loneliness. Death is also portrayed in the novel 

as the conceptual metaphor DEATH IS A BIRD. This metaphor highlights the fact that 

David is connected to both the realm of the living and the dead. The bird man 

reminiscent of the Egyptian god Thoth keeps these two sides in balance, and possibly 

keeps David on the side of light and the living.  
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David’s and JC’s life is about constant battles. In David’s mind, their battle 

against epilepsy is very similar to their family history being at war. The conceptual 

metaphor EPILEPSY IS WAR describes the constant battle the family fights against 

epilepsy. All family members participate, since their mother believes that only that way 

can JC be cured. The opponent of this war changes disturbingly, when JC seems to 

become intertwined with his illness. The metaphor EPILEPSY IS AN ENEMY entails not 

only the fact that the actual illness is the opponent, but also that when the patient 

becomes merely the carrier of his illness, the opponent becomes JC. This happens, when 

JC violently wreaks havoc in their family home and fights his father and David 

constantly.  

Epileptic is also the story of two brothers and how they are connected to each 

other. For a long time, David tries to separate himself from JC by moving to another 

city, trying to live a normal life, and hiding his brother’s epilepsy from others by not 

talking about it. But the shadow of his brother’s illness catches up with him. David 

himself feels that he actually is epileptic, too, but he can keep it under control with his 

mental armor. David uses many ways to escape epilepsy, such as fantasy literature and 

mental companions. JC handles his epilepsy differently. He dreams of dictators and of 

being able to lead people. He, like David, draws battles when he is a child, but 

eventually stops. JC is not interested in becoming independent or studying. He 

surrenders to his illness, probably because he understands that it is impossible to cure 

and because it offers him shelter from the real world.  

Although the brothers live different lives and react to epilepsy differently, there 

are several aspects that connect them, such as their fascination with battles and war and 

their connection to death. They both fight different battles with epilepsy, JC with his 

actual illness and David with his fear of falling ill. When David finds his artistic style, it 

marks a turning point in their relationship. David notes that he is often criticized by the 

darkness and violence in his works, but he realizes that it is because he has been writing 

about his brother and his struggles (358/1).  

Thus it is through this understanding that David seems to come to terms with 

what connects him and his brother. This is further explored when David is trying to 

have a baby with his wife and gives a sperm sample. His sperm has the unusual quality 

of having two heads. David thinks that one head is his and the other his brother’s, which 

is the one that contains epilepsy. The idea of having a child with epilepsy terrifies both 

him and his wife. However at the end of novel, JC’s round face as the sperm recurs in 
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David’s recollection of JC’s death. Finally, JC’s face changes into other faces, until it 

merges with David’s face. This symbolizes the peace David makes with the “epileptic” 

side in him, but also with JC. 

Epileptic does not give simple answers to families who are coping with 

epilepsy. It does, however, criticize the reactions of the bystanders. David states that he 

loathes people who stare at JC, while he is having a seizure. When his family visits a 

center for disabled children and one of them is having a seizure, their mother tells 

people to stop staring. Another group of people David B. focuses his criticism on are 

the different sorts of healers the family meets. David stops believing in the alleged 

cures, when he realizes that they do not help JC and he is devastated by this realization.  

Epileptic is also a novel about the perseverance of families whose loved ones 

suffer from serious illnesses. David’s parents, especially his mother, do not lose their 

hope to find a cure. It is questionable, however, whether this hope actually does JC or 

David any good. It may be that if the parents had accepted the nature of his illness when 

he was young and tried to help him cope with it, instead of trying to get rid of it, JC’s 

life could have been easier. Epileptic portrays in a very touching way the horrible 

realization when David understands that his brother’s epilepsy will never go away, 

which the healers the family visits never admit. 

As source material, Epileptic is unusually complex. In this thesis, I have shown 

that the conceptual metaphor theory is a valuable tool in analyzing graphic novels and 

that it is extremely helpful in cases such as Epileptic, where the source material is very 

complicated and visually multilayered and rich. Further studies on Epileptic could be 

conducted about its animal metaphors, such as HEALER IS A CAT, and about the rich 

intertextuality the graphic novel as a whole offers. Another interesting theme in 

Epileptic are the symbols that visualize endlessness, such as the multiple circles and 

circular motions. One of the interesting concepts that symbolizes endlessness is the 

ever-changing faces of JC in David’s dream. Also, by analyzing the metaphors epilepsy 

creates, its different aspects can be understood better. Further studies trying to 

understand metaphors connected to illnesses, such as “fighting cancer” should be 

conducted. I believe that these studies can help to dismantle prejudices that are harmful 

to patients. 

Not much research has been conducted on visual metaphors, although it seems 

that studying them could lead to interesting results for different visual media. If 

advertising agents who make TV commercials would understand better how the 
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cognitive processes work when a person faces a visual metaphor, surely they could 

target and make their products sell better. Studying and exposing visual metaphors 

naturally means that you can somewhat reproduce them. Thus by making use of them, 

for example artists could discover an additional technical and narrative approach to their 

art. On the other hand, it just might be that the non-artificial nature of visual metaphors 

makes them more exciting. David B. did not choose a bird man to represent death 

because of the conceptual metaphor, but because it was appropriate to his feelings about 

death.   

By sharing his family’s story, David B. sheds light on a difficult illness and 

makes it easier to understand. He offers explanations to many types of behavior that 

epileptic patients might have because of their illness, and thus lifts the veil of mysticism 

surrounding epilepsy. Although David B. could also be criticized for having mystified 

epilepsy and describing the epileptic person as the “other,” in my opinion, he manages 

to paint a realistic and understanding portrait of his brother. By staying true to the 

hardships he himself, his family, and his brother face, in his graphic novel, David B. 

makes JC an actual person and not just an epileptic patient.  
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