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Chapter 2

PICTURING EMBODIED SELVES

Alison Bechdel’s (2006) graphic memoir Fun Home centers on her
complicated relationship with her father, a funeral director, English
teacher, obsessive restorer of the family’s Victorian house, and, as
it turns out, closeted homosexual, who has secret affairs with his
male students. Despite—or perhaps because of—his own sexual
preferences, he tries to bully his young daughter, much against her
wishes and inclinations, into assuming a stereotypically feminine
identity, telling her, for instance, to wear dresses and ribbons in her
hair (see Fig. 2.1). The young Alison is filled with a deep sense of
joy when she catches sight of a woman with a man’s haircut and
clothes while accompanying her father on a business trip to Phila-
delphia. To Alison, the stranger represents tangible evidence of the
existence of alternative female role models, and it dawns on her that
in the future she may be able to find a physical identity for herself
that truly reflects her innermost feelings. Her father understands
what is going through her head and reacts with anger and derision:
“Is that what you want to look like?”

His response seems to have to do as much with his own trou-
bled identity and repressed homosexuality as with his attitudes
towards his daughter; to him, the butch woman embodies every-
thing that is unacknowledged and “other” This interpretation is
encouraged through the use of some clever visual devices: the shad-
owy outline of another person behind Alison’s head can be read as a
metaphor for her future self, and the man behind the counter bears
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FIG. 2.1 Alison Bechdel (2006) Fun Home, p. 118 (original with color tint).
Copyright © 2006 Alison Bechdel.

a striking resemblance to Alison’s father, in spite of his receding
hairline, scraggy neck, crumpled uniform, and dejected demeanor.
The woman and the waiter can thus be seen as representing a kind
of mirror image of Alison and her father in the future.!

This excerpt from Fun Home points to something we all have in
common, namely the perception of the self as constantly changing
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and inconsistent over time. It also reveals the important role of
the body in giving us a sense of our own existence and identity.
This idea, which is captured by the notion of “embodiment,” has
become a central concern of theorists from a wide range of aca-
demic disciplines, including philosophy, psychoanalysis, sociology,
and cultural studies. Much contemporary autobiographical writing
engages explicitly with the relationship between bodily identity and
subjectivity. Particularly for women wishing to confront traditional
cultural inscriptions of the female body, and people whose bodies
have been radically changed through an accident or serious illness,
corporeality tends to feature centrally in their life stories (Egan
1999; Smith 1993).

The body has also, from the very beginnings of the genre, been
a key theme of many of the most influential graphic memoirs,
including those by Justin Green and Robert Crumb, for instance.
The centrality of the body in autobiographical comics is perhaps
hardly surprising, since the requirement to produce multiple drawn
versions of one’s self necessarily involves some engagement with
the body and body image. The autobiographical comics genre offers
artists the opportunity to represent their physical identities in ways
that reflect their own innermost sense of self, often by using a range
of symbolic elements and rhetorical tropes to add further layers of
meaning to their self-portraits (Mitchell 2010). I will refer to this
process of engaging with one’s own identity through multiple self-
portraits as “pictorial embodiment”

I have discussed the author/artist’s self as if it constituted an
obvious and unproblematic entity,> but can we really say that Alison
Bechdel has drawn “herself;” for instance? As has already been men-
tioned in Chapter 1, Philippe Lejeune (1989) argued that the defi-
nition of autobiography depends on the presence of a referential
pact, by means of which the author, explicitly or implicitly, affirms
that the author, narrator, and protagonist are identical. However,
the relationship between these roles is, in fact, much more com-
plex than Lejeune’s definition suggests, particularly in the case of
autobiographical comics, where we are dealing with both verbal
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and visual representations of the self. For instance, some graphic
memoirs are written and drawn by different people, and many
comics creators use pseudonyms and/or deliberately give their
autobiographical alter egos a different name. But even when, as in
Fun Home, the referential pact is apparently being upheld, it often
turns out to be illusionary upon closer examination. The living,
breathing person who created Fun Home, for example, is clearly
not identical with the narrator, the timeless, disembodied “voice”
telling the story. The autobiographical protagonist is also a literary
construct, which is made up of several earlier incarnations of the
author’s self, including the little girl (see Fig. 2.1). This young Ali-
son clearly lacks the knowledge and benefit of hindsight the narra-
tor enjoys; she does not know, for instance, that there are women
who wear men’s clothes and have men’s haircuts, and she is also
unaware of her father’s motivations for being so hostile towards
lesbians. As I argue in the first section of this chapter, the authorial
self in autobiographical comics can thus be characterized as tac-
itly—or sometimes quite blatantly—plural (see also Hatfield 2005:
125; Ahmed 2009).

The balance of the chapter deals with different aspects of picto-
rial embodiment. Exploring the links between body and mind from
a philosophical and (neuro-) psychological perspective, I address
several of the key concepts to have emerged from these writings,
with a particular focus on Drew Leder’s (1990) twin terms “disap-
pearance” and “dys-appearance,” and apply them to the act of visual
self-representation involved in the creation of autobiographical
comics. I then draw on psychoanalytical theory in order to under-
stand why mirrors feature so prominently in graphic memoirs, and
why aspects of the body are sometimes portrayed as alien and mon-
strous. In the final section, I introduce sociological approaches to
corporeality, and, in particular, their central argument that embodi-
ment is an active, cultural process of rendering the body meaning-
ful. The discussion first focuses on the way men and women are
visually represented in autobiographical comics, before turning to
the question of how dominant cultural inscriptions of the healthy/
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sick body are reflected or challenged in graphic memoirs about the
experience of illness and disability.

Multiplications of the authorial self

Narrative theorists typically insist on a clear distinction between
the author, narrator, and protagonist of a story. The author is the
“real,” living human being who has created a particular work and
who, at least while she is still alive, can travel around the world pro-
moting her work. The term “narrator” is used to describe the voice
that recounts the events in a narrative. The protagonist, finally, is
the main character whose story is being told. While these three
roles tend to be clearly distinguishable in the case of fictional texts,
the boundaries between them become more blurred when we are
dealing with autobiographical works.?

However, Lejeune’s (1989) claim of a complete overlap in
autobiography between the author, narrator, and protagonist can
only be upheld if the self is construed as a coherent and unified
entity, which remains more or less stable over the course of a
lifetime. Such a view of the self is now generally considered to be
inaccurate and misleading. According to Erwing Goffman (1969
[1959]), identity is an amalgam of the many different roles we all
adopt in life in order to evoke the desired responses from our
audiences. In this sense, there is no such thing as the one, true,
coherent, and constant self (see Chapter 4). The young Alison
sitting with her father in a diner in Philadelphia (see Fig 2.1), for
example, is not identical to the girl she is when she is playing on
her own, nor is she, both physically and in terms of her knowl-
edge, attitudes, and behavior, the same person as the adult nar-
rator or indeed the now middle-aged author. In this sense, the
self in all life writing can be said to be tacitly plural, including a
divergence between, at the very least, the real-life I (the author),
the narrating I (the self who tells), and the experiencing I (the self
told about) (Herman 2011: 233).
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Authorship is a particularly complicated notion for works pro-
duced in the comics medium, because sometimes two or even more
people cooperate in the process of writing and drawing a particu-
lar work. Indeed, in the more conventional comic book industry, a
clear division of labor between writers, artists, inkers, and letterers is
common. Although most autobiographical comics are created by just
one person, there are several notable exceptions. Harvey Pekar, for
instance, wrote all his books with just rough sketches and then com-
missioned different artists to complete the illustrations. This arrange-
ment sometimes resulted in the same event in Pekar’s life being retold
in another book not just in a completely different narrative context
but also in a radically different visual style (Versaci 2007). French
artists Philippe Dupuy and Charles Berberian are another example of
creative collaboration: unusually, they share both writing and draw-
ing tasks. In their autobiographical Journal d’'un album (1994), which
describes the joys and challenges of this partnership, each has appar-
ently written and drawn his own sections, although the exact nature
of the division of labor is not made explicit anywhere in the book.

An even more complex interweaving of different levels of
authorship can be found in The Photographer (2009), which
recounts the trials and tribulations of French photographer Leféevre
in Afghanistan, where he documented a “Doctors Without Bor-
ders” mission in the mid 1980s (see Chapter 4, Fig. 4.5). This book is
described as having been “lived, photographed, and told” by Didier
Lefévre, “written and drawn” by Emmanuel Guibert, and “laid out
and colored” by Frédéric Lemercier (p. 6). In this case, the role of
the artist is subdivided further, since different aspects of the visual
design—the photographs, the illustrations, and the layout—were all
completed by different people. The authorship of the book is also
multiple, in the sense that it is based on the collaboration of Guib-
ert, who wrote the text, and Lefévre, who, before his death in 2007,
recounted his experiences orally to his friend Guibert. The first-
person narrative voice is thus supposedly that of the photographer
Lefévre, but we certainly cannot regard the author and narrator as
being identical in this case.
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One of the most basic distinctions in narrative theory, which
goes back all the way to the ancient Greeks, is that between diegetic
and mimetic storytelling. Diegesis refers to the verbal storytell-
ing by a narrator, while mimesis is the act of showing a story, for
instance in drama, the opera, or film. However, it is rare to find
these kinds of storytelling in a pure form; the dialogue in a novel
is mimetic, for example, while voice-overs in film may introduce a
diegetic narrator. Most comics also contain elements of both, with
the narrative voice typically contained in captions and text boxes,
and mimesis provided by the pictures and the dialogue recorded
in speech balloons (Carrier 2000: 35). Some comic books, such as
Joe Matt’s (2003) Fair Weather and Willy Linthout’s (2009) Years
of the Elephant (see Chapter 5, Fig. 5.2), use only mimetic storytell-
ing and have no diegetic narration at all. In other cases, narrators
are given a visual presence, which means that the narration may be
conveyed through the words in speech or thought balloons as well.
The following extract offers a particularly good example of such an
“embodied” narrator.

Peter Kuper’s autobiographical comic Stripped (1995) focuses
on the author’s disastrous sex life as a teenager and young adult.
The story is told from the point of view of a middle-aged man in
bathrobe and slippers, who is clearly meant to represent a deliber-
ately humorous version of an older, wiser, more cynical Peter Kuper.
This “narrating I” figure looks back on his life and contemplates the
ridiculous antics of his younger self. Both his body language and
words, which seem to emerge in puffs from the pipe he is smok-
ing (see Fig. 2.2), indicate his utter contempt for the stupidity and
naiveté of the young Peter.

As Currie (2007: 100) argues, “[t]here is always an element
of self-distance in first-person narration in the sense that it cre-
ates a schism between the narrator and the narrated, though they
are the same person, and in this schism, there is often a coopera-
tion between temporal and moral self-distance which allows for
the self-judgment of retrospect” In Stripped, the sense of distance
from a former self involved in all autobiographical writing is taken
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FIG. 2.2 Peter Kuper (1995) Stripped, p. 18 (excerpt). Copyright © 1995 Peter Kuper.

to extremes for humorous effect. In another scene, the young Peter
and the narrator are shown together, with the former accusing the
latter of being too judgmental about his drug-taking: “Hey! Aren’t
you forgetting a minor factor? It was fun! It made me happy! 1
actually had a good time! | Besides, what about all that coffee you
drink—and that pipe you smoke?”* The narrator defends himself by
pointing out that the coffee helps him to work, “so I can pay the bills
around here and you know very well this pipe is only a prop” (p. 46).

Some scholars believe that the way in which a story is presented
visually, for example in films or comics, should also be regarded as
a form of narration (Chatman 1990; Baetens 2008). Miller (2007:
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108) adopts the filmic notion of the meganarrator to capture the
narrative process in comics, which, she believes, “works through
both images and text” Similarly, Groensteen (2010: 4) distinguishes
between the recitant, or verbal narrator, and the monstrator, “the
instance responsible for the putting into drawing [mise en dessin]
of the story” In the example discussed above, the depiction of the
young Peter with rabbit’s ears in two of the panels could indicate the
monstrator’s scornful attitude towards him, which would align the
monstrator with the verbal narrator, the older, wiser Peter. How-
ever, this interpretation is undermined by the fact that the middle-
aged Peter is visually portrayed in a way that makes him look fairly
ridiculous in his outmoded bathrobe and slippers, which suggests
he is not to be taken seriously either. We might thus conclude that
the meganarrator of Stripped is contemptuous of both the young
and the older Peter.

Such efforts to adapt the concept of the narrator, which was
developed specifically for the modern novel, to other media and
genres can sometimes feel rather strained and awkward (see also
Hausken 2004). In my view, Wayne Booth’s (1961) analytical con-
cept of the “implied author” provides a more fruitful and straight-
forward way of addressing the effects of visual storytelling on
meaning. The implied author is the reader’s mental image of the
person responsible for the selection and combination of events in a
work. According to Chatman (1990: 82), this concept has the advan-
tage of allowing the discussion of textual intent without recourse
to biographism: “Rather than calling attention to the work as the
product of a choosing, evaluating person, I see the work as a reposi-
tory of choices—of already made choices, which can be considered
alternatives to other choices that might have been made but were
not”s If we adapt these ideas to the comics medium, we can discuss
both the verbal and the visual features of a particular work in terms
of a repository of choices made by an “implied author/artist” In
the case of Stripped, for instance, we can describe the attitude of
the implied author/artist towards both the younger and the older
incarnations of Peter as distant and derisive, without being obliged
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to ascribe the same stance to the “real” creator of the graphic narra-
tive, Peter Kuper.

The concept of an implied author/artist is particularly useful
when discussing comics co-created by several different people. A
good example is Our Cancer Year (1994), which was written by
Harvey Pekar and his wife Joyce Brabner, and illustrated by Frank
Stack. A key scene in the book (no pagination) shows Harvey, who
is undergoing chemotherapy for lymphoma and is suffering terrible
pain and insomnia, staring at his frail body in the bathroom mirror
one night. Feeling totally disoriented, he turns to his wife and asks
her for her reassurance: “Am I some guy who writes about him-
self in a comic book called American Splendor?” // “ ... or am I
just a character in that book?” In the final panel of this sequence,
Harvey’s naked body is encapsulated, from the knees upwards, in
a circular frame, which creates the impression that he is trapped
in his portrait. These verbal and visual storytelling techniques
were apparently chosen to convey the profound sense of distance
and alienation that Harvey felt toward his own body. Since we
have no way of knowing whether Harvey Pekar, Joyce Brabner, or
Frank Stack was responsible for making these artistic choices, it
seems more appropriate to talk about the intentions of the implied
author/artist than to try and attribute these to any particular living
person. However, in most cases it is possible to discuss the effects
of verbo-visual storytelling techniques in graphic memoirs without
the need to address authorial intention, or, indeed, without hav-
ing to resort to such cumbersome notions as the monstrator or the
meganarrator.

I will end this discussion with a scene from Joe Matt’s Peepshow,
which addresses the blatant multiplication of the autobiographical
self in graphic memoirs in a particularly striking and self-referen-
tial manner. The author is shown sitting at his drawing board (see
Fig. 2.3) complaining he is “sick of drawing so small!” and wants
to “draw some teeth, goddammit!” The size of the panels, which
in Matt’s work are typically no more than an inch square, steadily
increases, until his self-portraits become so large and detailed that
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FIG. 2.3 Joe Matt (1999) Peepshow, p. 26. Copyright © 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990,
1991, 1992, 2003 Joe Matt.

they no longer fit neatly inside the panel frames. Panel five shows
a monstrously oversized Joe threatening the tiny, cartoonish Joe of
the first panel, who is desperately trying to escape by climbing out
of the frame of the page. “Little Joe” is grabbed and devoured and
ends up in the bowels of “Big Joe,” where he is met by a devil figure,
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who orders him to get back to work. Both the giant and miniature
Joe Matt, and the devil figure, represent humorous caricatures of
aspects of the “real” author’s self, and the depicted scene offers an
intriguing metaphor for the acute sense of frustration and alien-
ation the creative process sometimes involves.®

Appearances and dis/dys-appearances

The concept of “pictorial embodiment” also has an important phil-
osophical dimension. In Meditations, René Descartes (2000 [1641])
insisted that it is consciousness and the ability to know through
reason and radical doubt that defines human beings and places
them above the rest of the material world. To him, the human mind
was an indivisible thinking substance governed by entirely separate
laws from those that rule the body. This assumption strongly influ-
enced Western thought for more than three centuries, although it
was repeatedly called into question by several schools of philoso-
phy. For example, phenomenologists pointed out that it is via our
physical sensations and actions that the world comes into being and
reveals itself to us in a meaningful way. For this reason, as Merleau-
Ponty (1962) argued, both consciousness and subjectivity should
be regarded as inseparable from the lived body, the body that per-
ceives, acts, reasons, and communicates. Such theories have since
received strong support from neuropsychological studies, which
suggest that all mental activities, including reasoning, decision-
making, feelings, and social attitudes, involve both mind and body
(Damasio 1994). It has been proved, for instance, that emotions are
not nearly as intangible as they are often presumed to be. In fact,
they are closely correlated with specific changes in different regions
of the body, such as the functioning of the viscera, skeletal muscles,
and adrenalin glands.

However, the relationship between the body and human con-
sciousness is deeply paradoxical, as Leder (1990: 1) points out:
“While in one sense the body is the most abiding and inescapable
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presence in our lives, it is also essentially characterized by absence.
That is, one’s own body is rarely the thematic object of experience.
This absence, or “disappearance,” of the body is a logical conse-
quence of the way our conscious attention is always directed pri-
marily towards the world: the organ used to perceive the world
inevitably recedes from the perceptual field it discloses, in the
sense that we do not see our eyes, smell our nasal tissue, or hear
our ears. Moreover, the functioning of our inner organs is largely
inaccessible to our conscious perception and active control. Leder
(1990) suggests that it is only at times of dysfunction, when we are
ill, in pain, or experiencing the physical changes associated with
puberty, disability, or old age, that the body forces itself into our
consciousness. The body is now perceived but is experienced as a
“dys-appearance,” the very absence of a desired or ordinary state,
and as an alien force threatening the self (p. 91). In some cases, dys-
appearance can also be inaugurated by internalizing the attitudes of
people who regard us not as autonomous subjects but as objectified
“others,” for instance, on the basis of a disability, different skin color,
or gender.

Leder’s theories offer a plausible explanation for why the
author’s own body features most prominently and explicitly in
autobiographical comics that deal with physical changes or chal-
lenges of some sort. It is striking, for example, how many works
focus on that acute awareness of the body that typically comes with
puberty (e.g., Satrapi 2006; Schrag 2008a, 2008b, 2009; Weinstein
2006), particularly in cases where the young person is the victim of
abuse (e.g., Gloeckner 1998). Many autobiographical comics also
deal with physical and/or mental afflictions of various kinds (e.g.,
Engelberg 2006; Small 2009).

A good example of this is Jeffrey Brown’s graphic memoir
(2009) Funny Misshapen Body, which describes the mortifying
physical symptoms the author suffered in his childhood and ado-
lescence as a result of Crohn’s disease. Soon after an operation on
Jeftrey’s abdomen, the wound has taken some time to heal, and the
boy is distraught to discover it appears to be leaking (see Fig. 2.4).



62  Picturing Embodied Selves

[Cook Thepe's A umie| [\Ts LIKE AN €XTRA
HOLE —THERE NOW...

FIG. 2.4 Jeffrey Brown (2009) Funny Misshapen Body, p. 105 (excerpt). Copyright © 2009
Jeffrey Brown.

While his mother is on the phone to the doctor, Jeffrey imagines
his belly is about to split open. Once he has been reassured that
such post-operative discharges are quite normal and that he should
just make sure to keep the wound clean, he is rather intrigued by
the “little hole” in his abdomen and shows it to his brother, who
pronounces it to be “like an extra belly button.” Jeffrey’s medical
problems and the operation have thus made him acutely aware not
only of his damaged “outer” body but also of those inner organs not
usually within a person’s consciousness.

While the body apparently forces itself most urgently into our
consciousness at times of physical or mental dysfunction or change,
it also demands our attention whenever we are required to repre-
sent ourselves visually. Every act of self-portraiture entails a form of
dys-appearance, in the sense that one’s body can no longer be taken
for granted as an unconscious presence. Graphic memoirists are in
the unusual position of having to visually portray themselves over
and over again, often at different ages and stages of development,
and in many different situations. Thus, all autobiographical comics
artists are, in the course of their work, constantly being compelled
to engage with their physical identities.

Self-portraits are often considered to be able to express a per-
son’s subjectivity through the idiosyncratic style of the individual
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artist: “[W]hatever they show of the outer person, self-portraits
speak of the inner self too in the character and choice of depiction”
(Cumming 2009: 6). Jeffrey Brown’s deceptively naive and “cartoon-
ish” style, for instance, seems to tell us as much, if not more, about
his identity than the specific physical and facial features he gives
himself in his drawings. However, while the possibility of a com-
ing together of the self and the work in self-portraits seems tan-
talizingly achievable, it can never be completely fulfilled, since no
image is ever identical with its living, breathing subject: “Even the
self-portrait, while apparently closer to the making subject, can-
not avoid this externalisation and objectification of the self, where
the self confronts itself as an other while in the process of fabrica-
tion” (Doy 2005: 36).” Although probably all autobiographers are, to
some extent, aware of this split, it is likely to be felt most strongly by
people affected by trauma, where the self before and the self after a
particular event are often experienced as radically different people.

Madison Clell’s (2002) graphic memoir Cuckoo, in which the
author tries to make her readers understand what it feels like to suf-
fer from Dissociative Identity Disorder, can be seen as a particularly
extreme example of the sense of otherness that Doy sees as inte-
gral to every act of self-portraiture. In her book, Clell describes her
multiple personality states, each of which has its own name, his-
tory, personality, and voice. Either individually or in groups, these
personalities episodically take control of her thoughts and behavior.
Their distinct identities were formed as a result of the severe and
recurrent sexual abuse she suffered as a child and adolescent, with
each one representing a different coping strategy at various stages
in her life. They make her feel part of a group of supportive friends
rather than as an isolated, vulnerable individual.

When Clell is twenty-one, one of her other personality states,
June, begins to take on a life of her own. Sitting in her boyfriend
Jacob’s car (see Fig. 2.5), Madison watches helplessly as June, with
her childish concerns and seven-year-old “voice,” assumes control
and engages in an animated conversation with Jacob. The comics
medium allows Clell to draw her different identities in the way she
experiences them: “On the outside, we look like me, but we draw
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FIG. 2.5 Madison Clell (2002) Cuckoo, p. 260. Copyright © 2002
Madison Clell.

how the body and brain feels at the moment” (p. 50). The little girl
is drawn in a thicker line and with a much more solid physical-
ity than Madison’s adult body, which seems to be fading into the
background. This visual technique powerfully conveys the sense of
different identities battling for supremacy in the same person.

A similar experience is described in Pasua Bashi’s (2009) Nylon
Road, a graphic memoir of growing up in Iran, as seen from the
perspective of the author’s current exile in Switzerland. Through-
out the story, the autobiographical protagonist is confronted with
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different incarnations of her younger self at various ages who
engage her in heated debates about her past life and her current
lifestyle. These younger alter egos are introduced not as a literary
conceit but rather as actual physical presences. Not only do they
appear unexpectedly and often at inopportune moments, they also
have a “voice” and opinions apparently entirely beyond the control
of the adult protagonist. The first of these specters is a little girl who
looks remarkably like the author’s own childhood self and suddenly
turns up as the adult Pasua is having breakfast, causing great shock
and consternation: “Since I am not an esoteric type, it was over-
whelming to find myself in the same room with myself” (p. 16). In
this book, the different versions of Pasua’s physical self can be seen
as an expression of the extreme sense of dislocation she experiences
as a result of losing so many of her previous points of reference and
moving to a radically different social and cultural environment.

Mirrors and monsters

The relationship between the body and the mind has always been a
central concern of psychoanalytic theory, both in terms of how the
libido shapes our motivations and behaviors, and how the psyche
relates to the physical processes of the brain (Bersani 1986; Sha-
lom 1985). Building on Sigmund Freud’s writings, Jacques Lacan
(1977) put forward a highly influential theory about the relationship
between our sense of self and perceptions of our own body. Accord-
ing to this theory, the so-called “mirror stage” from the age of six
to eighteen months represents a vital phase in every human being’s
development. This is when we first perceive our bodily reflection in
the mirror asan integrated and whole “me,” as opposed to the “inner”
self, which is fractured, volatile, and which constantly threatens to
dissolve completely. The ideal of a complete, stable self is thus an
imaginary construct, which is founded on a fundamental illusion.
In Lacan’s theory, the body of the mirror double remains through-
out life an object of desire, but it is also a source of alienation, as it
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embodies our futile craving for a self under our complete control.
The unconscious desire to possess this elusive mirror image also
motivates our desire to gaze at other people’s bodies.

When mirrors are used in self-portraits, they can form a potent
visual metaphor for the ambiguity involved in seeing something
that both is and is not “me,” as well as for our inability to pin down
our fluctuating sense of self:

Everyone’s mirror is the site of repeated stand-offs between
hope and disappointment, confidence and frank incredulity,
between yesterday when things were looking up and the cold
light of today. This unsteadiness is not just a function of the
mirror, of course, for it occurs within our selves. But the mir-
ror becomes a metaphor for this appalling mutability, its slip-
periness reflecting our inability quite to grasp, or even clearly
see, our ever-shifting selves. (Cumming 2009: 148)

This connotative meaning potential may well explain why mirrors
and mirror images feature so prominently in a large number of
graphic memoirs (e.g., Satrapi 2006: 53, 293; Schrag 2009: 94—105).
In a key scene in The Spiral Cage, British author Al Davison’s (1990:
no pagination) account of growing up with a severe form of spina
bifida, the adult protagonist catches sight of his semi-naked body
in a full-length mirror as he is dragging himself out of bed. Initially
he recoils from the image, sinking to the floor in desperation as he
remembers all the vicious verbal and physical assaults he has had
to endure over the years, as well as the many times he was told—
wrongly, as it turns out—that he would never learn to walk. His sense
of alienation from the reflection in the mirror is thus reinforced by
other people’s negative and stigmatizing attitudes towards his body,
which he has gradually incorporated into his own self-image. This
experience of utter dejection forms a pivotal moment in Al’s life
as he suddenly realizes that it is up to him to decide how he wants
to perceive himself and be perceived by others. On a double-page
spread we see him violently destroying and disposing of his walking
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stick, crutches, orthopedic boots, and support braces. In the final
strip he is shown from behind, silhouetted against a bright sun, as,
freed from his various walking aides, he steps across the threshold
of his house into the outside world, and, by implication, into a more
self-confident future.®

Cancer Vixen (2006) by socialite New Yorker cartoonist
Marisa Acocella Marchetto also uses a mirror as a metaphor for
the unsteadiness of self-perception. Marchetto works as a cartoon-
ist and illustrator in New York, and she is, by her own admission,
obsessed with her physical appearance and glamorous consumer
lifestyle. After having been diagnosed with breast cancer, the auto-
biographical protagonist accuses her former self in the shape of
her mirror image of having caused all her problems by being more
interested in her looks and wardrobe than in sorting out her health
insurance. Her specular image stares back at her with an expression
of shock and disbelief, and the scene ends with Marissa hurling the
telephone at the mirror and smashing it to pieces. “Had she been
alive,” the narrator comments, “my grandmother would be shat-
tered; this vanity was her favorite piece” (p. 69). This example con-
veys the mysterious sense we often have that mirrors can preserve
within their depths the presence of all the people who have peered
into them, including our own past incarnations.

Mirrors also feature prominently in David Small’s graphic mem-
oir Stitches (2009), which focuses on the author’s traumatic child-
hood in 1950s Detroit.® At the age of eleven, David develops a large
growth on his neck, and initially neither he nor his parents are aware
of the lump, despite his father’s medical background. Instead, it is
his mother’s glamorous female friend, the object of David’s bashful
adoration, who notices the swelling and begs the parents to have it
checked (pp. 116—19). As David studies his reflection in a mirror (see
Fig. 2.6), the sense of alienation the young boy feels towards his own
image is conveyed effectively by showing ever smaller parts of his
face and neck as his attention zooms in on the area of the growth. In
his imagination, the lump swells up to a hideous size, and he pictures
a malicious embryonic creature curled up inside it. This monstrous



68  Picturing Embodied Selves

FIG. 2.6 David Small (2009) Stitches: A Memoir, p. 147 (excerpt). Copyright © 2009
David Small.

figure—half man, half alien—has been haunting David’s dreams
and imaginings since he was six years old, when, while wandering
around the semi-deserted wards of his father’s hospital one evening,
he chanced upon a display of aborted fetuses, the largest of which
appeared to him to come alive, pursuing him through the nightmar-
ish hospital building (Small 2009: 37—41).

The monstrous fetus is a good example of the unique hold on
our imagination of what Julia Kristeva (1982) calls the “abject” She
suggests that anything that crosses the boundaries of the body,
such as waste material and bodily fluids, is perceived as unsettling,
because it is neither completely separate from nor entirely part of
the illusive ideal of a “clean and proper self” The “abject” confronts
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us with those fragile states where we stray onto the territory of the
animal and where we are confronted with our own mortality: “It is
thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what
disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite”
(p. 4). Because of their childbearing functions, women’s bodies are
particularly closely linked to the abject. Kristeva (1982) believes that
the relationship between mother and child is marked by conflict,
as the child struggles, through the paternal symbolic order of lan-
guage, to break free from the maternal body, while also constantly
craving to return to the safety of a complete union: “It is a violent,
clumsy breaking away, with the constant risk of falling back under
the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling” (p. 13). The abject
both repels and fascinates: on the one hand it offers a constant
reminder of the vulnerability of the subject, but on the other hand it
can provide the pleasure of challenging norms and breaking taboos.

According to Shildrick (2002), the abject is symbolized most
powerfully by those “monstrous,” liminal bodies that are neither
wholly self nor wholly other. Monsters may be fictional creations,
but “real” bodies, particularly those of women and of people with
particular kinds of diseases or disabilities, are also sometimes per-
ceived in this way. These bodies come to epitomize the trace of the
abject within, provoking responses that are more complex and dis-
turbing than those accorded the absolute “other”: “[W]hat we see
mirrored in the monster are the leaks and flows, the vulnerabilities
in our own embodied being” (p. 4). Although the human ideal of
corporeality is based on the idea of the singular and unified, nature
actually has a “startling capacity to produce alien forms within”
(p. 10), as for instance in pregnancy, or in the case of malignant
tumors, which also seem to develop a life of their own and threaten
the bodily order from within.

The fetus may also sometimes be regarded as abject, not just
because of the way it combines human characteristics with those of
less-evolved species in the evolutionary chain, but also because it
symbolizes the threat of an incomplete separation from the mother.
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Therefore, it is perhaps not surprising that “unnatural” forms of
procreation and monstrous embryos are frequently invoked in hor-
ror films.* Such visual representations not only help to fix our free-
floating fears of abjection—in this case, the abjection associated
with pregnancy—they also allow us to indulge in the voyeuristic
desire to gaze with impunity at monstrous bodies (Manguel 2002;
Robins 1996). By representing the most terrifying of his past body
images in his drawings, David Small can thus be seen as retrospec-
tively exorcizing his own worst fears, as well as perhaps allowing his
readers to do the same.

The abject and the monstrous are common themes in many
autobiographical comics, but they are seldom approached with
the same sense of terror as in Stitches. Indeed, many comics art-
ists show a distinct lack of disgust, or even a sense of pleasure and
celebratory exuberance, in their portrayal of the abject. Graphic
memoirs by female cartoonists such as Julie Doucet, Ariel Schrag,
and Mary Fleener, for instance, often transgress the boundaries
between the self and non-self deliberately, offering explicit, shame-
less representations of bodily functions such as menstruation,
sexual intercourse, and miscarriage (see also Miller 2007: 229—41).
The example of Jeffrey Brown’s discovery of his leaking abdomen
(see Fig. 2.4) also illustrates an ambiguous attitude towards that
which should be inside but which threatens to become the outside:
although he is initially appalled by the hole in his belly, he is then
shown to be captivated and even rather amused by it.

Psychoanalytic approaches to humor propose that jokes can
function as a welcome release from the constant need to repress our
socially unacceptable desires. These theories would predict humor
to be particularly prevalent in those areas of life governed by strict
social norms and taboos (Freud 1976 [1905]; see Chapter 5). One
of the most extreme examples of this kind of humor is Joe Matt’s
(1999) Peepshow, in which the autobiographical narrator positively
wallows in the abject, describing and showing his reluctance to
wash regularly and his dirty habit of biting his toe nails and eating
his own snot and scabs. He dedicates a whole page of his book to
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the question of “how to quietly take a shit” (p. 66), drawing obvious
delight from the breaking of every conceivable taboo and the imag-
ined discomfiture of some of his readers by depicting himself in the
act of defecation and including cartoon drawings of feces and a host
of onomatopoeic words which create the illusion of an accompany-
ing “soundtrack”

The comic strip from Peepshow (see Fig. 2.3) recalls Bakhtin’s
(1984) notion of the “grotesque” body, which used to play a cen-
tral role in the folk humor and carnival festivities of pre-industrial
European society. The grotesque body was often depicted with a
hugely exaggerated nose, mouth, belly, and genitals, and it was typi-
cally shown to be engaged in the act of eating and drinking, which,
according to Bakhtin, symbolized man’s triumph over the world:
“The limits between man and the world are erased, to man’s advan-
tage” (p. 228). In complete contrast to the classical ideal of the body
as strictly limited, closed, and individualized, the carnivalesque
body is “continually built, created, and builds and creates another
body” (p. 233). Joe Matt’s drawings show how cartooning, with its
inherent tendency towards the carnivalesque hyperbole, can pro-
vide a potent means of conquering through humor the “cosmic
terror” (Bakhtin 1984: 237) we all experience in the face of the limit-
less vulnerability of the self, by offering artists a way of constantly
inventing and reinventing themselves through their multiple play-
ful self-portraits.”

Cultural inscriptions of the body

Over the last few decades, the body has also become the central
focus of a wealth of work by sociologists, cultural theorists, art his-
torians, and feminist and queer theorists. These writings often draw
on psychoanalytic theory but they tend to emphasize the sociocul-
tural aspects of embodiment, conceiving it as an active process—
performed both by the self and by others—through which the body
is rendered meaningful (Butler 1993; Waskul and Vannini 2006).
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According to this view, our bodies do not constitute a prediscursive,
material reality; rather, they are constructed on the basis of social
and cultural assumptions about class, gender, sex, race, ethnicity,
age, health, and beauty: “To do, to dramatize, to reproduce, these
seem to be some of the elementary structures of embodiment”
(Butler 1997: 402). The cultural assumptions underlying the perfor-
mance of bodily identity, in turn, are reflected in, and influenced
by, the body images we all carry around in our heads and the actual
bodies and pictures of bodies we are constantly confronted with in
our everyday lives. As Gail Weiss (1999) points out, this means that
the body is necessarily a fluid and unstable concept:

Put simply, there is no such thing as “the” body or even “the”
body image. Instead, whenever we are referring to an individ-
ual’s body, that body is always responded to in a particularized
fashion, that is, as a woman’s body, a Latina’s body, a mother’s
body, a daughter’s body, a friend’s body, an attractive body, an
aging body, a Jewish body. Moreover, these images of the body
are not discrete but form a series of overlapping identities
whereby one or more aspects of that body appear to be espe-
cially salient at any given point in time. (Weiss 1999: 1)

Far from leading to a fractured identity, Weiss suggests, this multi-
plicity of body images is what allows us to adapt in a constructive,
flexible way to the many different situations we encounter in our
everyday lives. However, some members of a culture are always
accorded more freedom than others to determine how their own
bodies are defined. The concept of the individual as a rational, uni-
versal subject, which has dominated Western thought for many
centuries, can only be secured by using the body as a kind of sort-
ing mechanism in setting various normative limits of race, gender,
sexuality, and class. These practices of social exclusion can be seen
as a collective form of abjection, where the boundaries between
the inside and the outside relate to the cultural practices that con-
struct some social identities as “other” and in need of “regulation
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through expulsion” (Stacey 1997: 76; see also Cohen 1994; Smith
1993). While white, socially privileged men are thus still, at least
to a certain extent, able to define themselves as unencumbered by
their physicality, those whose bodies are constructed by the pow-
erful majority as culturally “other;” such as women, and the socially
or racially marginalized, become more closely associated with
their physicality. Similarly, people with a serious illness or disabil-
ity are often forced to become more “fully body” through the way
in which they are perceived by others. Every time autobiographi-
cal comics artists draw themselves and those around them, they
cannot avoid engaging with the sociocultural models that under-
pin body image, including categories of sex, gender, health, and
beauty. Pictorial embodiment is thus always a profoundly social
and political activity.

Gendered bodies and the “gaze”

In the scholarly literature, the different cultural attitudes towards
male and female bodies are often discussed by means of the notion
of the gaze. This concept, which was originally developed by Lacan,
was later adapted by film theorists and art historians as a way of
trying to explain the pleasures that audiences derive from looking
at the bodies of other people on screen or in pictures. The most
influential of these writings was feminist film theorist Laura Mul-
vey’s (1973) essay on “Visual pleasure and narrative cinema.” In it,
she suggests that the womb-like circumstances of the theater audi-
torium, where people sit in the dark and stare with impunity at the
bodies on screen without being seen themselves, encourage regres-
sion and with it the illusionary sense of owning these other bodies.
There are three kinds of looking in the movies: from the camera to
the scene, from the spectator to the screen action, and from one
character to another in the film. In classical Hollywood films, Mul-
vey claims, all three types of looking are strictly gendered, in the
sense that they typically involve male, voyeuristic patterns of gazing
at female bodies. The viewer, whether male or female, is thus forced



74 Picturing Embodied Selves

to align, as subject, with this voyeuristic, controlling, sadistic gaze,
or else to identify masochistically with the woman as object.

Mulvey’s theories have since been criticized for overlook-
ing the complex patterns of gaze that characterize even the most
traditional Hollywood films and for ignoring the active role that
individual movie viewers play in deciding how to see the bod-
ies on the screen and with which patterns of gaze to align (Stur-
ken and Cartwright 2001: 82—93). Nevertheless, theories of the
gendered gaze still enjoy some influence in feminist and cultural
studies, and it is thus worth considering their value in trying to
understand the pictured embodiment of men and women in the
graphic memoir.

It is undoubtedly true that Western art has traditionally been
geared towards the male viewer, with many oil paintings featur-
ing naked female bodies for the delectation of the mostly male
art collectors and their associates. In the classic female nude, the
individual woman is reduced to her physical self, and her body is
arranged in a way that puts it on display for the male gaze; often she
is shown lying down or in another powerless pose, and she is either
looking away or looking back with calculated charm (Berger 1972;
Nochlin 1991). Sometimes, the woman is also admiring herself in a
mirror, thereby offering the spectator the chance to condemn her
for her vanity while simultaneously deriving pleasure from ogling
her naked body.”> Men, by contrast, have always tended to be pic-
tured as active, powerful subjects: “We learn, visually, that males
and females are utterly different, with self-absorbed males defined
primarily by superior strength. This strength [ . .. ] connotes domi-
nance, both physical and social” (Caputi 1999: 59). The long history
of encouraging gendered patterns of looking and being looked at,
has, according to Berger (1972), had a profound influence on men
and women’s attitudes towards their own bodies and those of the
other sex. Women, in particular, are encouraged to look at them-
selves through the implied gaze of others and to survey themselves
constantly: “/MJen act and women appear. Men look at women.
Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not
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FIG. 2.7 Frédéric Boilet (2001) L'épinard de Yukiko, p. 55. Copyright © 2001 ego
comme X.

only most relations between men and women but also the relation
of women to themselves” (p. 47).

Some graphic memoirs by male comics artists seem to invite
traditional, heterosexually gendered patterns of looking through
the way they depict themselves and the women in their lives. A



76 Picturing Embodied Selves

good example of this is Frédéric Boilet’s (2001) Lépinard de Yukiko
(“Yukiko’s Spinach”), which describes the author’s passionate, but
short-lived love affair with the young Japanese woman of the book’s
title. The story is dominated by his obsessive concentration on the
most intimate details of her naked body, which is depicted over
and over. On pages 51—59, the autobiographical protagonist sym-
bolically takes possession of Yukiko’s body by placing his hand on
and naming those parts of her body that strike him as particularly
beautiful, including her shoulders, neck, stomach, and navel (which
he, in his faltering Japanese, mispronounces as “spinach”). Apart
from his hand, the rest of Frédéric’s body remains invisible most
of the time (see Fig. 2.7). The subjective point of view in the draw-
ings more or less forces the reader to join Frédéric in his survey of
Yukiko’s physical attributes. The way her body is visually broken up
through the panels into its component parts is characteristic of the
fetishistic gaze, which is totally captivated by what it sees and which
makes physical beauty an object in itself.

There is a widely held belief that all of us, regardless of our back-
ground, know instinctively who is or is not beautiful. This belief has
been emphasized and strengthened by popular science writers like
Nancy Etcoft (1999), who claims that our sense of ideal beauty is
based on natural selection and that what was biologically advan-
tageous gradually developed into a universal aesthetic preference.
However, there is a lot of evidence that the ideal of perfect beauty
has, in fact, changed radically over time, and that different cultures
have divergent ideas about what is considered beautiful. While there
may well be a biological basis to perceptions of attractiveness, the
notion of ideal beauty is always socially and culturally constructed.
It is a myth that has been validated by art since antiquity, and which
is now being fed by the millions of digitally enhanced images con-
stantly being circulated across an increasingly globalized market.
Such images play an important role in encouraging ever-greater lev-
els of consumption by inviting comparisons and offering “constant
reminders of what we are and might with effort yet become” (Feath-
erstone 1991: 178; see also Laneyrie-Dagen 2004; Mitter 2000).
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Naomi Wolf (1991) suggests that there is a deliberate gender
bias in the way the contemporary version of the beauty myth is
interpreted and applied. According to her, it was invented at the
beginning of the Industrial Revolution as a means of keeping
women in their place at a moment in history when, at least in the
West, they were gaining increasing social and economic indepen-
dence. As women gradually liberated themselves from established
myths about motherhood, domesticity, and chastity, the ideal of the
perfect female form thus provided a new way of prescribing their
behavior: “Inexhaustible but ephemeral beauty work took over from
inexhaustible but ephemeral housework” (p. 16). It also served, and
continues to serve, the purpose of making women feel “worth less”
in comparison to men, so that they acquiesce more readily to their
continuing discrimination in the workplace.

Notions of beauty often intersect with attitudes towards other
ethnic groups and cultures. For instance, Western culture has a
long, shameful history of taking the superior beauty of white skin
for granted and of presenting African facial and bodily features as
“primitive” and “ugly,” but also, more implicitly, as sexually arousing.
Similarly, Eastern and Middle-Eastern societies have, for several cen-
turies, been imagined by Western scholars, authors, and artists as the
exotic “other;” and attributed qualities of exoticism and barbarism.
As part of this “Orientalist” (Said 1979) discourse, Asian women still
tend to be portrayed as submissive and highly sexualized.

In Lépinard de Yukiko there is certainly a strong sense of
Yukiko’s body being presented not just as beautiful but also as cul-
turally “other” and thus exotic and arousing. This attitude becomes
particularly clear in a sex scene that takes place at a traditional Japa-
nese guesthouse (pp. 116—24). In a sequence of panels that echo
those mentioned above (see Fig. 2.7), we see Frédéric’s hand as it
gradually unwraps Yukiko’s body from the kimono she has donned
after bathing naked in the shallow outdoor baths. The young wom-
an’s submissiveness is also emphasized in one of the very few scenes
in the book where Frédéric’s body is depicted as well. It starts with
a full-frontal view of the couple as they are gazing into the mirror
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while brushing their teeth (pp. 88—96). Eventually, Frédéric car-
ries Yukiko to the bed, removes most of her clothes and performs
oral sex on her, while he himself remains fully clothed throughout.
Readers get the sense that they are watching the whole scene from
the fixed perspective of the mirror into which the couple was pre-
viously gazing, and, as before, they are invited either to assume a
male, voyeuristic viewpoint, or else perhaps to identify with the
utterly passive and objectified Yukiko.

Another example of a traditional cultural inscription of the
female body is Edmond Baudoin’s (1995) Léloge de la poussiére (“In
Praise of Dust”), where the autobiographical stories are interspersed
with a great number of erotic life drawings of the women the author
has loved. In many cases these pictures seem to be inserted into
the text at random, with no apparent link to the narrative context.
The only instance in the book where Edmond is depicted naked is a
double-page spread of jumbled-up scenes of him and his girlfriend
engaged in passionate love-making, and even here the focus is
always clearly on the woman’s physicality, with his own body drawn
sketchily and without much detail.

At first sight, Jean-Christophe Menu’s (1995) Livret de phamille
(“F[ph]amily Record Booklet”) seems to follow a similar pattern of
subjecting the female form to the male gaze. When the artist draws
himself, he does so mostly through the use of a cartoonish figure.
His wife, by contrast, is often represented in a much more realistic
style, and the book includes many life drawings of her naked and
highly pregnant body.

In the small number of realist images of Menu himself, he is
generally engaged in the act of drawing, which seems to empha-
size his role as storyteller rather than as a character. There is also a
depiction of him reflected in the shop window of a women’s fashion
store as he waits, with the sleeping baby in harness, for his wife to
complete her purchases. Miller (2007: 236) believes that this self-
portrait can be regarded as reflecting “Menu’s desire to merge into
the female space of the mirror image,” and that it provides evidence
of a more complex and multilayered attitude towards established
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gender roles and patterns of looking than a superficial reading of
the text would suggest. She points out that the cartoon version of
Menu is in fact highly embodied, in the sense that it has hangovers,
suffers pain, and bleeds copiously when it cuts itself. Moreover, the
drawing style of the artist, and particularly the “frenzied immediacy
of jagged lines” (p. 236) that characterize the sections describing
the frustrations of everyday life, can perhaps be seen as a physical
inscription on the page of the artist’'s embodied emotions.

Although theories of the gendered gaze thus still have some
value as a means of understanding the way men and women are
visually portrayed in graphic memoirs, it is becoming increasingly
clear that the social conditions of spectatorship have shifted and
become much more complex in recent years. This is partly due to
profound changes in Western societies of traditional gender roles,
with more women defining themselves through their work rather
than simply in relation to men. Conversely, male bodies are now
also increasingly subjected to the dictates of the beauty industry,
although there seems to be a marked difference in the way men are
portrayed for heterosexual and homosexual audiences: “The male
presented as an erotic object for heterosexual women seems largely
to be the reasonably attractive but distinctly average man. Males
offered as erotic objects for homosexual men are idealized, ren-
dered unusually handsome, virile, dominating and phallic” (MacK-
innon 2003: 48). This would seem to support the argument that it
is social and economic power relations, rather than any straightfor-
ward gender differences, which determine the extent to which both
women and men are embodied and open to the scrutiny of others
(see also Morgan 1993; Nixon 1997).

It is possible to find many examples in contemporary Western
cultures of images that deliberately defy dominant subject posi-
tions, either by inverting traditional gender roles or by presenting
bodies in ways that deflect a possessive gaze or that are respectful
and non-objectifying. Moreover, we must remember that meanings
are never simply and straightforwardly encoded into an image by
its producer; instead, they arise from the encounter, in particular
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sociocultural contexts, of individual viewers with the image. Even
when a picture of a woman presents her in conventionally objectify-
ing ways, it is thus likely that some contemporary viewers will reject
the “preferred” reading that is apparently encoded in the image
and instead regard it from a “negotiated” or “oppositional” point of
view (Hall 1993). Indeed, as the example of Jean-Christophe Menu’s
(1995) Livret de phamille indicates, it is often extremely difficult, if
not impossible, to determine unambiguously what the “preferred”
meaning of an image is. Even Menu himself is unlikely to be able to
tell us with any certainty whether he intended his depictions of him-
self and his wife to reflect or to challenge established gender roles,
since his pictures are likely to encode a range of contradictory mean-
ings, some of which he may not even be aware of at a conscious level.

That there are now far more female photographers and artists
than in the past is also likely to impact cultural practices of repre-
sentation. There is certainly evidence that female comics creators
are increasingly challenging traditional cultural inscriptions of the
gendered body and claiming the right to represent their own physi-
cality and that of their male partners in a way that truthfully reflects
their own experiences. Aline Kominsky-Crumb is a particularly
interesting example of this phenomenon. She is married to Robert
Crumb, who is notorious for his misogynistic cartoons in which he
submits a whole string of women with grotesquely large buttocks to
various forms of what can only be described as more or less consen-
sual sexual assault (see Chapter 1). As Aline explains in her book,
Need More Love (2007), when she joined the comix movement in
the 1960s and 1970s, many of her fellow feminist cartoonists were
contemptuous of her relationship with Crumb, interpreting it as a
sign that she was prepared to submit to his unreconstructed male
sexual fantasies. Since then, husband and wife have collaborated
on a number of autobiographical comic strips, in which each is
responsible for drawing him- or herself. Several of these comics
tackle head-on the issue of Crumb’s reputation as a sexual predator,
using humor and irony as a means of overturning the stereotypical
notion of women as powerless victims.
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FIG. 2.8 Aline Kominsky-Crumb (2007) Need More Love: A Graphic Memoir, p. 223
(excerpt, original in color). Copyright © 2007 MQ Publications Limited; text and
illustrations copyright © 2007 Aline Kominsky-Crumb.

On one page, for example, both artists have drawn themselves
in a characteristic way (see Fig. 2.8), with Crumb calling attention
to his odd, lanky physique, and Aline drawing her body in a way
which emphasizes the physical qualities that her husband appar-
ently so admires in women, most notably the large, powerful but-
tocks and thighs. In a panel that strongly recalls some of the scenes
in his notorious comix (e.g., Crumb 1992, 1998), Robert is shown
quite literally pouncing on her in a frenzy of lust. In the third
panel, the aggressive undercurrent of their relationship is made
even more explicit through Robert’s admission that he fluctuates
between “wanting to kill” his wife and “having the tenderest feel-
ings” towards her. Aline is clearly unfazed by all this, admitting that



82 Picturing Embodied Selves

she rather enjoys being “subdued” by him. In a meta-narrative com-
mentary, Aline complains that “Robert had the nerve to touch up”
her self-portrait in panel three, a charge Robert answers by point-
ing out that it was “too minimal” In response to both his aggres-
sive sexual advances and his interference in her artistic freedom
to depict her own body, Aline reminds him that she can always
bounce him off “with only minimal effort,” a threat she carries out
with gusto in the final panel.

In Need More Love Aline (2007: 151) claims she is actually
much more attractive in real life than what she calls her “hideous”
self-caricatures suggest, a claim she substantiates implicitly by
including in her graphic memoir a great number of rather flatter-
ing photographs and portraits of herself by fellow artists, including
one by her husband, which uses a more realistic and less cartoonish
style than most of his other artwork (p. 337). In it, Aline is again
represented as a powerful and self-confident woman. The drawing
includes speech balloons, in which the sitter is instructing the artist
to “Play down all the wrinkles an’ stuff” The fact that this picture
was included in the book would suggest that it was indeed to some
extent a collaborative venture and that the author was certainly not
displeased with the way she is portrayed in it. Overall, Need More
Love may be regarded as a particularly clear example of a female
comics artist taking complete control of her own pictorial embodi-
ment, and rejecting any attempts by her husband, readers, other
artists, or wider society to impose extraneous body images on her.”

Apart from a reassessment of the shifting power relations
between men and women, in recent years there has also been a
greater recognition of the possibility of the pleasures that female
viewers can derive from looking at male bodies, and of the gay and
lesbian gaze. In Alison Bechdel’s (2006) Fun Home, for instance, the
author draws her own body and that of her female lover with a great
deal of tenderness. Although some panels show them engaging in
explicit sexual acts, the focus is always on the women’s emotions
rather than just their bodies, thereby conveying a sense of equality
and mutual respect.
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In apparent contrast to this, French comics creator Fabrice
Neaud’s (1996) Journal (1) seems to reflect the widespread fixa-
tion on physical good looks in the male gay community. When he
depicts his promiscuous sexual relations with the men he meets
while cruising for sex along the ramparts of his hometown, these
furtive encounters are often depicted in pornographic detail, with
an extreme emphasis on the genitals and an almost clinical eye for
physical imperfections. When Fabrice first meets Stéphane, for
whom he develops obsessive and largely unrequited feelings of pas-
sionate love, he initially sees him as just another sexual conquest,
and he is represented as a literally faceless stranger whose features
become more and more blurred and indistinct as they negotiate
the terms of their sexual encounter (pp. 24—25). However, after
their first and only night of passion, which is represented in the
book through a large, white panel, empty but for the single word
“together” (p. 26), there is a noticeable change in the way the artist
depicts his lover. Although he draws him again and again and from
different angles, the focus of these portraits is always on Stéphane’s
individuality and face, not on his body. Indeed, there is not a single
drawing of Stéphane’s naked body at all in the whole book.

In a scene after an unexpected meeting between the two men in
a gay bar, Stéphane has just had his hair cut, and, rather reluctantly,
he allows his former lover to feel his cropped head. Fabrice is shown
lying in the grass (see Fig. 2.9), his eyes closed and an intense look
halfway between agony and ecstasy on his face. This suggests that
he is recalling the precise sensation of touching Stéphane’s hair and
feeling both the pleasure and pain of his unrequited love. The fact
that Fabrice’s slender, half-naked body is seen from a bird’s eye view
and that it is laid out diagonally across the panel, with his head fac-
ing towards the bottom left-hand corner, conveys a strong sense of
his vulnerability. This self-portrait certainly cannot be said to con-
form to the traditional convention of depicting the male body as
active, powerful, and strong. Instead, it shows a determination on
the part of the (implied) author/artist to reject established sociocul-
tural models of sex, gender, and beauty, and to replace them with
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FIG. 2.9 Fabrice Neaud (1996) Journal (1), p. 46 (excerpt). Copyright © 1996 ego comme x.

his own unique and constantly shifting conceptions of his body and
the bodies of his lovers.

Healthy and diseased bodies

As I mentioned above, a large number of autobiographical com-
ics deal with physical illness or disability, another area of social life
where powerful social discourses of “normality” and “abnormality”
exist. Featherstone (1991) believes that Western consumer culture
has deliberately fostered a particular attitude toward the body that
encourages individuals to monitor themselves constantly for bodily
imperfections and to adopt responsibility for combating any signs
of disease, deterioration, or decay. The beautiful, healthy body is
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taken as a sign of a person’s discipline and self-control, while para-
doxically offering the promise of a more desirable, hedonistic life-
style: “Within this logic, fitness and slimness become associated not
only with energy, drive and vitality but worthiness as a person; like-
wise the body beautiful comes to be taken as a sign of prudence and
prescience in health matters” (p. 183). Conversely, signs of aging are
associated with moral weakness, and ill-health tends to be blamed
on the patients themselves. As a consequence, Western mainstream
society is both acutely health conscious and obsessed with disease:
“both are expressions of a powerful cultural mandate that individu-
als control their bodies” (Couser 1997: 9).

Carol Lay’s (2008) The Big Skinny: How I Changed my Fattitude
is a perfect example of how these ideas can translate into the comic
book form. The author uses her own experience of a lifetime of
futile dieting and her final discovery of a successful way of shedding
excess pounds to tell readers how they, too, can gain control over
their body. The book starts with a fabulously slim Carol being asked
by the hostess at a dinner party how she has managed to lose so
much weight. When she responds by saying that she counts calories
and exercises daily, the hostess is visibly stumped and disappointed.
What the woman—and, by implication, the reader—clearly wanted
to hear, the autobiographical narrator muses, was that there was
some new, radical form of dieting that would offer a miracle solu-
tion to obesity. Instead, she promises to tell readers “how I lost
weight and maintain that loss by taking total responsibility for my
own choices. The stories and information in these pages may help
you find the courage to lose old habits and make new, healthy ones”
(p- 6). A large part of the book is given over to practical information
and instructions, including detailed descriptions of exercise rou-
tines, calorie charts, and menus for low-calorie meals.

Marisa Marchetto’s (2006) autobiographical comic about
breast cancer, Cancer Vixen: A True Story, also deals with the
costs of maintaining a fit, beautiful body, as well as with the con-
sequences of suddenly discovering she is no longer completely in
control of her physical health. She starts her story with a long string
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FIG. 2.10 Marisa Acocella Marchetto (2006) Cancer Vixen: A True Story, p. 73 (original in
color). Copyright © Marisa Acocella Marchetto 2006.

of tongue-in-cheek descriptive labels for her pre-cancer self: “What
happens when a shoe-crazy, lipstick-obsessed, wine-swilling, pasta-
slurping, fashion-fanatic, single-forever, about-to-get-married big-
city girl cartoonist (me, Marisa Acocella) with a fabulous life finds
... alump in her breast?!?” (p. 1). Significantly, she discovers the
lump while swimming, which indicates that her hedonistic lifestyle
is supported by a regular regime of body maintenance.

Feeling despair and self-pity after she is told the tumor is can-
cerous (see Fig. 2.10), Marisa retires to bed to consult her mother
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and some of her best friends about what to do. When she depicts
herself and her equally stylish friends and family, every verbal
description and visual detail—from the clothes, hairstyles, and
spectacles, to the telephones and jewelry—tells us something
about the people Marisa likes to be associated with and, by impli-
cation, how she herself wishes to be seen. All these characters are
white, middle-class professionals who clearly invest a lot of time,
money, and energy on maintaining their bodies to fit the dominant
cultural ideal.

Throughout the book, Marisa constantly reiterates her sense of
having to preserve her good looks so as to ward off all the attrac-
tive young women who have designs on her fiancé, a successful
entrepreneur. She also recalls the research she conducted for a
women’s magazine that had asked her to create a comics reportage
about how much it costs to be an “It” girl (pp. 15—21). After having
sampled the services of a phalanx of “experts” in the field of body
enhancement, including the most sought-after plastic surgeon, der-
matologist, personal trainer, “hairtailorist,” manicurist, and dentist
in New York, Marisa comes to the conclusion that “in this town
you're either a nobody or a great body and it already costs $179,546
and I'm not even done with it” (p. 19). The protagonist’s sense of
revulsion at such a shallow, consumerist view of a person’s value is
increased after her cancer diagnosis. However, this overtly critical
attitude is somewhat undermined by the artist’s drawings, which
reveal a much more ambivalent attitude towards the beauty myth.
As a comparison of her self-portraits with a photograph of her on
her wedding day (p. 127) reveals, the former are clearly designed to
make her look much younger and more conventionally attractive
than her actual forty-three-year-old self.

Even in a panel that is supposed to show the protagonist at a
moment of deep anxiety and despair (see Fig. 2.10), her cartoon
alter ego looks a little pale and disheveled, but still pretty by con-
ventional standards. The circular bubble shape around Marisa indi-
cates the sudden sense of isolation she feels after her involuntary
acquisition of a new body image: that of the cancer patient. The
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views expressed by Marisa’s friends and family reflect the idea that
it is her responsibility to take charge of her own recovery—with
the aid of various highly paid professionals, of course. Marisa is
shown to be utterly overwhelmed by the flood of well-intentioned,
but basically unhelpful and often ill-informed advice of her friends,
which are all delivered in a tellingly uncompromising form (“You
have to . .."). On the following page (p. 74) she is hiding under her
duvet and the seven people shout the same message at her in uni-
son, a message written in huge, red capital letters across the whole
page: “When are you going to start fighting this thing?”

The responses of Marisa’s friends and family to her disease are
indicative of the dominant attitude towards physical ill health in
Western consumer societies identified by Featherstone (1991) and
others. People suffering from cancer, for instance, are often seen
as causing their own illness either through an unhealthy lifestyle or
by repressing their emotions. Susan Sontag (1991) famously argues
that cancer is steeped in harmful metaphorical meanings, with
patients being encouraged to “fight” the symptoms of the disease
and to “take charge” of circumstances over which they have, in fact,
little or no control. She believes that the war metaphor, in particu-
lar, has had a pernicious influence on the way people view cancer:

The metaphor implements the way particularly dreaded dis-
eases are envisaged as an alien “other;” as enemies are in mod-
ern war; and the move from the demonization of the illness to
the attribution of fault to the patient is an inevitable one, no
matter if patients are thought of as victims. Victims suggest
innocence. And innocence, by the inexorable logic that gov-
erns all relational terms, suggests guilt. (Sontag 1991: 97)

At the time Cancer Vixen was created, the author’s cancer was
in remission. The title and the drawing on the cover of herself
administering a lethal martial-arts-style kick to an invisible enemy
reinforce a reading of her story in terms of a “victory” against all
the odds. Therefore, it fits in well with the deep-seated desire in
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contemporary Western culture for illness narratives that provide
“coherent stories of success, progress and movement” and that are
apparently preferred to those which acknowledge the chaos and
randomness of real life: “Loss and failure have their place but only
as part of a broader picture of ascendance. The steady upward curve
is the favoured contour” (Stacey 1997: 9).

However, the constant critical references in Cancer Vixen to
the possible environmental causes of soaring cancer rates and the
exploitation of cancer victims by the U.S. profit economy counter-
balance the reading of Marchetto’s work as a simple story of indi-
vidual triumph over ill-fortune. For instance, Marchetto (2006:
34—35) uses a mock “Cancer Guessing Game” to lambaste the way
cancer patients are encouraged to feel responsible for having caused
their own illness. The game looks like a monopoly board, with some
frames containing questions about all the known and surmised risk
factors associated with cancer, such as smoking, taking the pill, and
living near a nuclear reactor, and other frames featuring the con-
flicting claims of so-called experts. All the frames contain instruc-
tions to move up, down, or (most frequently) back by between one
and twelve spaces, which signals the utterly futile nature of this par-
ticular “game” (see also Tensuan 2011).

Although Joyce Brabner and Harvey Pekar’s Our Cancer Year
also has a “happy end,’ its authors take an even more critical atti-
tude towards triumphalist discourses of victory over an enemy. The
blurb on the book cover uses several war metaphors, describing the
story as “a true and unflinching account of two people battling can-
cer” and saying of Harvey that “he had a better-than-average chance
to beat cancer and he took it—kicking, screaming and complain-
ing all the way” However, the concept of a “kicking, screaming and
complaining” patient hardly paints a particularly heroic picture and
is clearly meant to be at least somewhat ironic. Moreover, Harvey’s
stubborn determination to complete his course of chemotherapy in
the shortest possible time and his refusal to take any sick leave from
his work as a hospital clerk are shown to cause him and his wife a
lot of unnecessary additional suffering. Stack’s visual portraits of
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Harvey also underline his increasing fragility, thereby undercutting
the sick man’s belligerent posturing. The story of Harvey’s cancer
is interwoven with a record of what happens to seven young activ-
ists from some of the most troubled regions in the world, whom
Joyce befriends at a student peace conference. The narrative text in
the very first panel of the book sets up an explicit analogy between
the mistaken belief that the most radical physical cures are always
the most appropriate and the equally misguided conviction that
aggression can solve political and economic problems: “This is a
story about a year when someone was sick, about a time when it
seemed that the rest of the world was sick, too. It’s a story about
(no pagination).
Together, these different narrative devices serve to undermine the

”

feeling powerless, and trying to do too much . ..

idea that a sick body must be treated as an enemy.

Al Davison’s (1990) The Spiral Cage, which has already been
mentioned above, also explicitly deals with the question of how
much control people have over their bodies and body images,
particularly when suffering from an illness or disability. The artist
often draws himself naked, showing himself at his most vulner-
able, helpless, and depressed. It is notable that none of the frag-
ments of black and white photographs of Al on the first page of
each chapter of the book are of his whole body. Instead, they show
just his head and shoulders at various stages in his life, and in them
he is always looking cheerful and full of life. As Scott (1999: 237)
points out, photographic portraits tend to evoke strong anxieties
in some people, and act as a focus of their self-love, self-hate, and
alienation from past incarnations of themselves. This is because
the camera seems to require of us a coherence and control of the
self which, in fact, we do not possess.* Sontag (2005 [1977]: 10)
goes as far as to liken the taking of someone’s photograph to an
act of violation: “To photograph people is to violate them, by see-
ing them as they never see themselves, by having knowledge of
them they can never have; it turns people into objects that can be
symbolically possessed.”
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Photographs of disabled people’s bodies are thus liable to
appeal to some viewers’ prurient interest in the “monstrous” and to
provoke stereotypical responses. Self-portraits, by contrast, can be
used to show how the artist actually feels about his or her own body
and to challenge some of the cultural inscriptions that are com-
monly imposed on them.” The cultural stereotypes of the disabled
are particularly difficult for men to contend with, as dominant defi-
nitions of masculinity are based on the ideal of a strong, autono-
mous body. Many of the stories in The Spiral Cage deal with how
Al uses Buddhist meditation and martial arts training to develop
greater control over his body and mind, and to build up the physical
strength he feels he needs to defend himself and to counteract the
view others have of him as a helpless victim:

He refuses to be still, to be inactive, to lack mobility, to be
confined by aids to mobility, and he refuses to be bullied by
men who take it upon themselves to embarrass him, to man-
handle him, to terrorize him in public places and institutions.
He “writes/draws back” his own developing vision of mascu-
linity through conflict, a successful transition from boy to het-
erosexual man. (Mcllvenny 2003: 254)

As the example of The Spiral Cage demonstrates, the requirement
by autobiographical comics artists to produce multiple portraits of
themselves and of other people in their lives provides the opportu-
nity for them to engage explicitly with their own body images and
with the sociocultural assumptions and values that render bodies
meaningful. The graphic memoir genre’s unique capacity for what
I have termed “pictorial embodiment” may even provide entirely
novel ways of understanding the body, both for the graphic mem-
oirist him-or herself and for the wider reading public. Als self por-
traits in The Spiral Cage, for instance, are a far cry from the images
of disabled men we frequently see in the media. Similarly, Fabrice
Neaud’s (1996) Journal (1) presents the reader with a whole range
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of different ways of visualizing the male body, many of which chal-
lenge and subvert the more conventional body images that are
circulated within the gay community and in broader society. The
following chapter will explore the ways in which comics creators
use the graphic memoir to remember their past experiences and, in
some cases, to imagine a better future.
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18. As Groensteen (1996) points out, it is somewhat surprising, given the
country’s long history of producing serious comics for adults, that the graphic
memoir genre did not really take off in France until the early 1990s. However,

a number of comics artists, notably Moebius (born Jean Giraud), had in the
1970s already started to place ironic self-images into their work (Ahmed 2009).
Baudoin’s (1981) Passe le temps is another important precursor of French
autobiographical comics.

19. Other graphic memoirs about a parent’s experiences during the Holocaust
include Martin Lemelman’s (2007) Mendel’s Daughter and Miriam Katin’s (2006)
We Are On Our Own.

20. Graphic memoirs that are centrally concerned with the author’s growth
of artistic consciousness might be described as belonging to the category of the
Kiinstlerroman. Watson (2011: 128) suggests that this narrative form is particularly
widespread among women practitioners of alternative comics.

Chapter 2

1. Watson (2011: 149) believes that Fun Home could not have been told as
effectively in any other medium: “This act of self- and paternal creation through
autographical narration is a story of relationship and legacy that depends on
graphically embodying and enacting, not just telling, the family story.” Other
discussions of Fun Home can be found in Chute (2010: 175—217) and Brown Spiers
(2010).

2. I will use the terms self and subject as synonyms, although the latter
is more strongly associated with (post-)structuralist philosophy and the idea
that the subject comes into being through language. The term subject also has
connotations of subjection, for instance to a monarch, while the concept of the self
suggests a free agent on an equal footing with other selves (Doy 2005: 7).

3. Throughout this book, I will, when necessary, follow Witek (1989) in his
convention of referring to the creator of an autobiographical comic book by his
or her surname, and to the narrator and protagonist by the given name. However,
this is simply a heuristic device, which should not obscure the complexity of the
relationships in life writing between author, narrator, and protagonist and the
many overlaps between them.

4. When transcribing verbal text from comics, I use a single slash (/) to
indicate a switch from one “container” of written language (e.g., balloon, text box)
to another. A double slash (//) shows that the transcribed words are taken from
two different panels (format adapted from Loman 2006).

5. Zunshine (2006: 67) points out that such arguments became particularly
popular after Roland Barthes (1977a) had declared the “death” of the real author,
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which, she argues, testifies to “the tenaciousness with which we cling to the idea
that there must be some source [ ... ] behind a narrative” See Palmer (2004:
16-17) for a discussion of the problems involved in trying to distinguish between
the narrator and the implied author.

6. For a perceptive multimodal analysis of Joe Matt’s autobiographical
comics, see Jacobs (2008).

7. Some scholars (e.g., Smith 2011; Whitlock 2006) have begun to use the
term “avatar” to refer to the visual incarnations of the autobiographical self in
comics. In Hinduism, an avatar is the incarnate form a deity adopts to descend to
the earth, but the term is now used more commonly to refer to the graphic image
that represents a person in computer games, virtual worlds, and Internet forums.
The act of choosing an avatar in the context of an online community is, indeed,
comparable to the self-portraits produced by autobiographical comics artists in
some respects. However, unlike graphic memoirists, the participants in a virtual
environment are not bound to any stable physical cues such as race or gender at
all, which means that they are even freer to choose multiple (ideal) versions of
themselves (Soukup 2004; Turkle 1997). For this reason, I find the use of the term
avatar in the context of autobiographical comics unhelpful.

8. The first published version of Davison’s work, which draws heavily on
the comics diary he kept for many years, was roughly chronological, while the
substantially revised and extended 1990 book was organized thematically. By this
time, Davison was in a fulfilled relationship, which allowed him to rewrite his life
story as a positive, life-affirming tale. For a more detailed discussion of this work,
see Mcllvenny 2002; 2003.

9. For a more comprehensive analysis of David Small’s Stitches, see El Refaie
(2010).

10. Key scenes in Alien (1979), for instance, show a male character being
orally “raped” by an alien being and the creature resulting from this “copulation”
gnawing itself through the man’s stomach. Similarly, in The Manitou (1978), a
psychic’s girlfriend finds out that a mysterious tumor growing at an astonishing
rate on the base of her neck is the fetus of a four-hundred-year-old demonic witch
doctor, who can control his own reincarnations (Creed 1993; Fischer 1996).

11. Russo (1997) discusses the role of the female grotesque in Bakhtin’s
theories.

12. Doy (2005: 52) believes that mirrors in (self-)portraits are still able to
evoke a whole tradition which invites women in particular to see themselves
as objects, “as sexually attractive (or not), as slender (or not), or as vain and
narcissistic (always).”

13. Chute (2010: 54) comes to a similar conclusion, arguing that “Kominsky-
Crumb narrates a sexual life that includes but is not limited to or determined by
an ‘objectification” and ‘subordination’ that she 1. finds pleasurable and 2. chooses
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herself how to represent”” For a discussion of the centrality of Aline’s Jewishness to
her visual self-representations, see Oksman (2010).

14. Some visual artists, such as Cindy Sherman and Jo Alison Feiler, use
elaborately disguised photographic self-portraits as a way of commenting on
social role-playing and gender stereotypes. In these cases, Cumming (2009:

258) argues, photography has the “tremendous advantage” over traditional self-
portraiture of allowing artists to create a large number of different images as a way
of reflecting their ever-shifting sense of self.

15. Of course, cartooning may also sometimes involve substantial
exaggeration and distortion (Michelmore 2000), and some traditional comics,
such as the superhero genre, have long been associated with the use of
stereotypical imagery, “visually codified representations in which characters are
continually reduced to their appearances” (Singer 2002: 107).

Chapter 3

1. The comics medium allows authors to place their (child) bodies in space
on the page. This, Chute (2010: 114) suggests, makes the medium particularly well
suited to the task of representing trauma. See also Chapter 2.

2. Cates (2011: 224) makes a similar point in relation to diary comics,
suggesting that they are characterized by a temporal structure that “works to
encapsulate, to parse, to describe, and ultimately to honor the present, as well as
the process of the present’s continuing forward development.”

3. As Currie (2007) points out, the identification of prolepsis and analepsis
depends on assigning priority to one section of a narrative, which, particularly in
the case of narrated memory; is often not at all straightforward.

4. This method was established by Giinther Miiller and his associates in the
1940s. It is also used in a less rigid application by Genette (1980) and Bal (1985).

5. There is a common misconception, shared by some scholars (e.g.,

Dittmar 2008: 168), that comics can always be read more quickly than purely
textual literature. In fact, some people may find the task of reading comics very
challenging and time- consuming, particularly if they are not used to the medium.

6. There are interesting parallels between the “fuzzy temporality”
characteristic of the reenactment of traumatic memories and the typical temporal
structure of superhero comics. Umberto Eco (1979: 113—17) argues that superhero
comics consist of stories that have already been told, in the sense that superheroes
are mythic characters that belong to the ossified and indeterminate time of an epic
past. But when they participate in the episodic narrative action sequences, they are
subject to the ordinary dictates of time. In order to disguise this temporal paradox,
superhero stories tend to develop in loops, where event strands are picked up and
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