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Comics und Literatur sind auf je spezi�sche Weise ›Zeitkünste‹, die Handlungen entfalten, 
Erzählzeit und erzählte Zeit kontrastieren und zeitliche Abläufe narrativ – im Comic zusätz-
lich visuell-räumlich – darstellen können. Dabei sind sie keiner einfachen Chronologie 
unterworfen, sondern können Analepsen und Prolepsen einsetzen und Fragmentierungen, 
Überlagerungen und Gleichzeitigkeiten evozieren. Vor allem bei der Darstellung ›unge-
wöhnlicher‹, als ›anders‹ wahrgenommener Erfahrungen wie derjenigen von Krankheit oder 
Behinderung spielen Zeitwahrnehmungen, die von einer ›normalen‹ chronometrischen 
(oder chrononormativen) Zeit abweichen, eine zentrale Rolle: Angesichts tiefgreifender 
körperlicher oder psychischer Veränderungen sowie existentieller Bedrohungen kann Zeit 
sich subjektiv dehnen oder zusammenziehen, Vergangenes gewaltsam in die Gegenwart 
einbrechen oder die Endlichkeit des Lebens in den Blick geraten. Eine subjektiv erlebte 
Krankheits-Zeit, die mit Schmerzen oder Warten verbunden ist, erfordert ebenso spezi�sche 
Darstellungsweisen wie das Zeitemp�nden, das mit chronischem Leiden, degenerativen 
Erkrankungen und Traumatisierungen einhergeht oder als crip time (Kafer 2013, 25–27) 
bezeichnet werden kann, also als veränderte – aus der Perspektive der clock time einer ableis-
tischen Gesellscha� verlängerte – Zeit für die Bewältigung von Alltagsaktivitäten unter 
erschwerten Bedingungen. 

Die Beiträge im �emenhe� »KörperZeitenBilder: Verkörperte Darstellungen ›anderen‹ 
Zeiterlebens im Comic« untersuchen Comics unterschiedlicher Genres (Autobiographie, 
Reportage, (historische) Fiktion); drei der sieben Aufsätze berücksichtigen zudem vergleichend 
literarische Texte verschiedener Gattungen (Lyrik, Drama, Prosa). Obgleich das Spektrum 
der behandelten Phänomene groß ist und so unterschiedliche Erfahrungen wie das Leben mit 
psychischen Krankheiten, die Sterbebegleitung vertrauter Menschen und das Erleiden medizi-
nischer Menschenversuche oder Folter umspannt, fragen alle Beiträge nach den ästhetischen 

KörperZeitenBilder 
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und gesellscha�spolitischen Bedeutungen individueller ›KörperZeiten‹, die als ›ZeitenBilder‹ 
in Form graphischer und literarischer Narrationen eine breite Ö�entlichkeit adressieren. 

Nancy Pedri untersucht in ihrem Beitrag »Manipulating Time across the Body: Subjec-
tivity in Graphic Illness Narratives«, auf welche Weise autobiographische Comics die Dar-
stellung des Zeiterlebens erkrankter Figuren variieren, um subjektive Unterbrechungen und 
Verzögerungen des Zeit�usses (suspended time), Gleichzeitigkeiten und Überlagerungen 
(layered time) oder das Erleben von Zerstörung und Au�ösung (fractured time) zu vermit-
teln. Pedris Lektüren arbeiten heraus, wie britische, französische, kanadische und US-ame-
rikanische Comics die Verletzlichkeit ihrer Protagonist_innen durch eine Verbindung von 
Körper- und Zeitgestaltung verdeutlichen und damit auch Gegenerzählungen zu medizi-
nischen Deutungen erproben. 

Die nächsten beiden Aufsätze widmen sich den vielschichtigen Zeiterfahrungen im 
Zusammenhang mit Sterbebegleitung, Tod und Trauer, wie sie sich in literarischen Erinne-
rungen, autobiographischen und �ktionalen Comics niederschlagen. Nina Schmidt analy-
siert in »›So I took some photos.‹ Time, Photography and the Materialization of Memory in 
Graphic Narratives of Bereavement« den Einsatz von Fotos in Comics, die den Verlust naher 
Angehöriger thematisieren. Anders Nilsens Don’t Go Where I Can’t Follow, Roz Chasts Can’t 
We Talk about Something More Pleasant? und Antonia Kühns Lichtung, so Schmidts �ese, 
integrieren ›echte‹ und ›gezeichnete‹ Fotos nicht nur, um Verstorbene zu vergegenwärtigen, 
sondern auch um die Grenzen des Darstellbaren auszuhandeln und die Möglichkeiten einer 
Überführung ›privater‹ Erfahrungen in ö�entlich zugängliche Kunstwerke zu re�ektieren. 

Sucharita Sarkar thematisiert in ihrem Beitrag »Repairing Time out of Joint: Narratives 
of Caring for Mothers with Cancer« das ›andere‹ Zeiterleben eines Sohnes und einer Toch-
ter bei der Begleitung ihrer an Krebs erkrankten Mütter. In der vergleichenden Lektüre von 
Brian Fies Comic Mom’s Cancer und Ariel Gores autobiographischem Text �e End of Eve 
grei� Sarkar auf Scott McClouds Vorstellung von Zeit im Comic als »Seil« (McCloud 2001, 
104) zurück und rekonstruiert die unterschiedlichen Darstellungen sich ausdehnender, ver-
knotender oder zusammenschnurrender Zeit, mit denen die Protagonist_innen das Trauma 
des Krebstods verarbeiten. 

Besitzt die Nacht für Menschen mit psychischer Erkrankung, hohem Alter, Krebs oder 
Traumatisierung in erster Linie bedrohliche Eigenscha�en oder erö�net sie im Kontext von 
Klinik und häuslicher Umgebung auch Möglichkeiten zu ›anderen‹, neuen Erfahrungen? 
Anne Rüggemeier verfolgt in ihrem Essay »Krankheit, Tod und Sterblichkeit: Die ›arthro-
logische‹ Gestaltung von Nacht-Zeiten in Drama, Lyrik und Comic am Beispiel von Sarah 
Kane, Philip Larkin und David Small« diese Frage aus einer medienvergleichenden Perspek-
tive und untersucht, mit welchen sprachlichen und visuellen Verfahren die ausgewählten 
Werke experimentieren, um die Ambivalenz dieser besonderen Zeit darzustellen. 
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Die nächsten beiden Essays wenden sich historischen bzw. gegenwärtigen Leid- und Zeit
erfahrungen durch Menschenexperimente, Folter und Gefangenscha� zu, und zwar aus 
�ktionaler bzw. dokumentarischer Perspektive. Marina Rauchenbacher untersucht unter 
dem Titel »Körper-Zeit-Körper. Zeitkonzepte in Ulli Lusts und Marcel Beyers Flughunde«, 
welche Bedeutung der Roman und seine Comic-Adaption Stimmen und akustischen Phäno-
menen vor dem Hintergrund des Nationalsozialismus zuweisen und wie deren Wirkung auf 
individuelle und kollektive Körper medienspezi�sch vermittelt wird. Rauchenbacher arbei-
tet heraus, auf welche Weise beide Werke Körper als Einschreibe�ächen und zeithistorische 
›Gedächtnisorte‹ entwerfen, an denen sich die Spuren politischer Propaganda, chirurgischer 
Menschenexperimente und tödlicher Gewalt ablesen lassen. 

In seinem Beitrag »Zeitlichkeiten von Folter und Zeugenscha� in Sarah Mirks dokumen-
tarischer Comic-Anthologie Guantánamo Voices« analysiert Sebastian Köthe am Beispiel 
eines der umstrittensten Internierungslager der US-amerikanischen Gegenwart die Verfah-
ren der sogenannten ›sauberen‹ Folter, die unter anderem auf die Zerstörung ›normaler‹ und 
berechenbarer Zeiterfahrung zielen. An 
ausgewählten Comics aus Sarah Mirks 
preisgekrönter Anthologie arbeitet 
Köthe die Strategien der ›Re-Tempora-
lisierung‹ heraus, die einzelne Gefan-
gene verwenden, um sich angesichts des 
nicht absehbaren Endes ihrer Lagerha� 
ein Minimum an Körpererfahrung, 
persönlicher Identität und individu-
eller Erinnerung zu bewahren. Unter 
Rückgri� auf Nina Mickwitz’ Studie 
Documentary Comics (2016) zeigt er, 
welche Darstellungsweisen die Comics 
einsetzen, um die Zeiterfahrungen der 
Insassen plastisch zu vermitteln ohne 
dabei aufdringlich, voyeuristisch oder 
menschenverachtend zu werden. 

Den Abschluss bildet Natalie Veiths 
Aufsatz »Diseased Bodies and Notions 
of Time in Ian Edginton and Davide 
Fabri’s Comic Book Series Victorian 
Undead«, der uns in ein �ktionales 
London des ausgehenden 19. Jahr-
hunderts versetzt, in dem Sherlock Abb. 1: stef lenk, Titelbild CLOSURE #10.5.
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Holmes die Stadt vor infektiösen Untoten schützen soll. Die Comic-Serie entwickelt eine 
Poetik der Ansteckung, in denen die zwischen Tod und Leben angesiedelten in�zierten 
und infektiösen Gestalten grundsätzliche Zeitkonzepte in Frage stellen. Indem sie London 
und Königin Victoria als politische Körper deutet, arbeitet Veith die geschichtskritischen 
Impulse von Victorian Undead heraus, das teleologische Geschichtsnarrative des britischen 
Empire kritisiert und mit seinen Vampir- und Zombie�guren chrononormative Konzepte 
hinterfragt. 

Das für CLOSURE #10.5 ausgewählte Titelbild (Abb. 1) von stef lenk variiert einige der 
in den Beiträgen thematisierten Aspekte auf augenzwinkernde Weise. Im Vordergrund ist 
ein Skelett zu sehen, das mit erhobenen Armen und einem Ausfallschritt eine Art Tanzbe-
wegung ausführt; im Hintergrund das Schattenbild einer weiblichen (kindlichen?) Figur 
mit Pagenkopf, die dem Tanz mit vor der Brust verschränkten Armen zuzuschauen scheint. 
Beide Charaktere sind an den Füßen miteinander verbunden, obgleich sie körperlich nicht 
zueinander passen. Das Bild zitiert das memento mori traditioneller Totentanz-Darstel-
lungen, doch wir� hier nicht die Anwesenheit des Todes ›mitten im Leben‹ einen bedroh-
lichen Schatten, sondern die ›�eischlich-menschliche‹ Schattengestalt mit ihrer reserviert 
wirkenden Körperhaltung. Der Titel �e Chaperone lässt an eine humorlose Gouvernante 
denken, die sich als Wächterin der Konventionen gegen Zeiten ausgelassener Körperlich-
keit verwahrt, und sei diese auch angesichts (oder jenseits) des Todes. Mit seiner magisch 
anmutenden Gleichzeitigkeit von Tod und Leben, Körperfreude und kritischer Betrachtung 
ermöglicht die farbige Illustration neue Blickwinkel auf KörperZeitenBilder.

Ausgangspunkt der meisten Beiträge dieses He�es ist ein internationaler Workshop, den 
die »PathoGraphics«-Forschungsgruppe der Freien Universität Berlin in Kooperation mit 
der »AG Comicforschung« veranstaltete. Aus der zweisprachigen Online-Veranstaltung im 
ersten Corona-Sommer ist nun ein deutsch- und englischsprachiges �emenhe� gewor-
den. Mit-Herausgeberin Nina Schmidt und ich danken allen Beiträger_innen für ihre 
inspirierenden Arbeiten und ihre Geduld sowie dem CLOSURE-Team für o�ene Türen 
und Unterstützung. 

Berlin, Oktober 2024 
Irmela Marei Krüger-Fürho�
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Comics and literature are each in their own speci�c ways ›temporal arts‹, unfolding sequences 
of action, collapsing or contrasting story time and discourse time, and representing tempo-
ral sequences in narrative or visual-spatial ways. Of course, both media can also deviate from 
chronological or ›mechanically unfolding‹ time; they may work with �ashbacks, �ashforwards, 
and fragmentation, thus evoking, for instance, the layering of time and simultaneity. When 
literary texts and comics represent experiences of Otherness due to illness and/or disability, 
perceptions of time that deviate from normal chronometry (or chrononormativity) gain cen-
ter stage: In the face of unexpected physical or psychic changes, subjective time may stretch or 
contract, bring one’s past and present into aggressive collision or cast a spotlight on mortality 
itself. Individual experiences of time in the context of pain and waiting, of chronic ailments, 
degenerative illness and trauma, or »crip time« (Kafer 2013, 25-27) all call for speci�c repre-
sentations. 

�e articles in this special issue »ChronoCorpoRealities: Embodied Perceptions of ›Extra-
ordinary‹ Time in Comics« cover di�erent genres of graphic narratives (such as autobiogra-
phy, documentary comic, and (historical) �ction). In addition, some of them o�er media-
comparative perspectives by including poetry, drama, and literary prose. Even though the 
contributions address a vast array of diverse phenomena, such as living with mental illness, 
providing end-of-life care to loved ones, and su�ering from trauma, torture, or medical 
experiments, all explore the aesthetic and individual repercussions of ›extraordinary‹ time 
and discuss their sociopolitical impact. 

In her contribution »Manipulating Time across the Body: Subjectivity in Graphic Ill-
ness Narratives«, Nancy Pedri examines how autobiographical comics employ patterns 
of temporal manipulation such as disruptions (suspended time), loops and simultaneity 
(layered time), and disjunctions (fractured time), to communicate the ill protagonists’ 

ChronoCorpoRealities 

About this Issue 

Irmela Marei Krüger-Fürho� (Berlin)

Embodied Perceptions of ›Extraordinary‹ Time in Comics 

Eds. Irmela Marei Krüger-Fürho� & Nina Schmidt
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subjective experiences of self. Reading graphic narratives by British, Canadian, French, and 
US-American authors, Pedri highlights how represented bodies can engage with �ctional 
time to communicate an inner sense of a vulnerable self and reimagine illness outside of 
medical strictures. 

�e following two essays focus on the multiple layering of time in end-of-life care, loss, 
and mourning, as represented in literary grief memoirs, autobiographical comics, and �ctio-
nal graphic narratives. Nina Schmidt’s article »›So I took some photos.‹ Time, Photography 
and the Materialization of Memory in Graphic Narratives of Bereavement« explores the ways 
in which Anders Nilsen’s Don’t Go Where I Can’t Follow, Roz Chast’s Can’t We Talk about 
Something More Pleasant?, and Antonia Kühn’s Lichtung make creative use of (reproduced or 
›drawn‹) photos to re�ect on the boundaries of representation, the tellability of grief, and the 
potential transformation, over time, of personal loss into publicly available graphic stories. 

In »Repairing Time out of Joint: Narratives of Caring for Mothers with Cancer«, 
Sucharita Sarkar analyzes the ›extra-
ordinary‹ times of diagnosis, treat-
ment, and terminal care through a 
comparative study of two memoirs: 
the graphic narrative Mom’s Cancer by 
Brian Fies and the literary memoir �e 
End of Eve by Ariel Gore. �e paper 
borrows and expands Scott McCloud’s 
concept of »time as a rope« (McCloud 
1994, 96–99) to explore the di�erent 
ways in which this (metaphorical) 
rope is twisted, knotted, unknotted, 
compressed or stretched in order to 
engage with, and make sense of, cancer 
trauma. 

Does the night have a depressing, 
even threatening e�ect, or does it also 
create scope for a ›di�erent‹ experience 
of mental illness, old age, cancer, and 
trauma? Anne Rüggemeier’s article 
»Krankheit, Tod und Sterblichkeit: Die 
›arthrologische‹ Gestaltung von Nacht-
Zeiten in Drama, Lyrik und Comic am 
Beispiel von Sarah Kane, Philip Larkin Fig. 1: stef lenk, Cover CLOSURE #10.5.
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und David Small« examines the representation of the night from a transmedial perspective. 
Taking into account the di�erent genres of drama, poetry, and somatography, the contribu-
tion explores their verbal and verbal-visual strategies to narrate di�erent nocturnal tempora-
lities in illness narratives. 

�e next two essays focus on su�ering induced by surgical human experiments, torture, 
and imprisonment. Marina Rauchenbacher’s contribution »Körper-Zeit-Körper. Zeitkon-
zepte in Ulli Lusts und Marcel Beyers Flughunde« discusses how Marcel Beyer’s novel and its 
graphic adaptation by Ulli Lust convey the importance of voices and acoustic phenomena for 
bodily experiences of time in the context of German National Socialism. Subjected to poli-
tical propaganda, surgical abuse, and lethal violence, the protagonists’ bodies are forced to 
turn into painful and fragmented sites of ›embodied memory‹.

Turning to today’s most contested US detention camp, Sebastian Köthe’s article »Zeit-
lichkeiten von Folter und Zeugenscha� in Sarah Mirks dokumentarischer Comic-Antho-
logie Guantánamo Voices« analyzes the so-called ›clean‹ torture of captives which – among 
other things – seeks to destroy any reliable experience of time. �e comics in Sarah Mirk‘s 
award-winning anthology of graphic journalism, Köthe argues, testify individual coping-
strategies that the prisoners employ to ›re-temporalize‹ their inde�nite detention in order 
to safeguard a minimum of body experience, identity, and personal memory. Reading Mirk 
with Nina Mickwitz’ Documentary Comics (2016), Köthe discusses di�erent aesthetic choices 
that convey the detainees’ experience of ›falling out of time‹ without exposing them to intru-
sive, voyeuristic, or derogatory representation. 

Natalie Veith’s essay »Diseased Bodies and Notions of Time in Ian Edginton and 
Davide Fabri’s Comic Book Series Victorian Undead« introduces a detective Sherlock 
Holmes who has to protect late-Victorian London from the diseased/deceased bodies 
of zombies and vampires. �e series devises a poetics of contagion from which infected 
bodies emerge as sites of unstable temporality. Reading the City of London and Queen 
Victoria as impaired political bodies, Veith argues that Victorian Undead criticizes teleo-
logical narratives in the context of British nation-building and, on a more general level, 
questions chrononormativity. 

�e cover of CLOSURE #10.5, created by comics artist stef lenk, playfully picks up on 
time, illness, life and death. In the foreground a skeleton raises its arms to commence a 
dance-like movement with a sidestep; in the background we see the shadow of a female 
(childlike?) �gure who seems to watch the scene with arms crossed. Both characters are 
joint at their feet, even though on a corporeal level they do not resemble each other. �e 
illustration gestures towards the iconological tradition of danse macabre, but in a kind of 
ironic reversal, since the memento mori does not seem to emanate from the personi�ca-
tion of death but rather from the shadowy female �gure in the back. �e artwork’s title �e 
Chaperone evokes a dismissive elderly lady who resents the playful corporeality she witnesses, 
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be it before or beyond death. Displaying a magical synchronicity between life and death, 
bodily enjoyment and critical observation, the illustration incites new approaches towards 
ChronoCorpoRealities.

Earlier versions of most articles were presented at an international workshop convened 
by the »PathoGraphics« research group (Freie Universität Berlin) in cooperation with »AG 
Comicforschung«. �e bilingual online event which took place during the Covid 19-pan-
demic �nally turned into this special issue with articles in English and German. Co-editor 
Nina Schmidt and myself wish to thank all contributors for their inspiring work and their 
patience, and the CLOSURE team for their enthusiasm and support.

Berlin, October 2024 
Irmela Marei Krüger-Fürho�
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Manipulations of linear chronological time are quite ordinary occurrences in narrative. �e 
passage of time can be confused, contracted, suspended, or accelerated. Storyworld events 
can be arranged di�erently from chronological time, anticipated, called up a�er they have 
passed (anachrony), or even struck out of time altogether (ellipsis). Moreover, although 
storyworlds are made up of events that extend across time, those events can be related 
more than once or occur several times throughout the narrative. �ese and other »artful 
disclosure[s] of story« (Abbott 2007, 43) impact reading practices. �ey create anticipation 
(Rimmon-Kenan, 48), suspense, curiosity, or surprise (Sternberg, 328) in readers and in�u-
ence how readers evaluate the relevance or importance of the narrative information o�ered 
up to them (Bridgeman, 52; Rimmon-Kenan, 56). Variations in temporal linearity guide the 
reading experience, maneuvering considerations of story elements, but also orchestrating the 
accumulated meaning of the story details. 

It is no wonder, then, that temporality holds a prominent place in narratological 
research. �is holds true for narratological studies of literature and �lm, but also of com-
ics, as I will show in more detail. �ere is a strong critical literary tradition that approaches 
the structuring of time in narrative in opposition to the spatial dimensions of the narrative 
world (see Friedman, 193–194). For these critics who subordinate space to time, narrative 
is »the representation of an event or series of events« that unfolds in time, and this tempo-
ral unfolding renders an event quite distinct from the stasis or passivity of »description« 
(Abbott 2002, 12). Whereas direct description or descriptive pause interrupts temporal 
�ow, setting functions as a static topographical backdrop against which narrative events 
extend across time. In this sense, the space in which events take place is in the service of 
the story’s temporal development. When story is approached as a series of interrelated 
events that unfold across time, considerations of the presentation of time hold priority 
over considerations of space. 

Manipulating Time across the Body 

Nancy Pedri (St. John’s, Canada)

Subjectivity in Graphic Illness Narratives1
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However, story is composed of both events and characters. Oppositions between time and 
space are signi�cantly weakened when �ctional characters experiencing events in time and 
in space replace event as the central feature that either sets narrative apart from reality (see 
Cohn, 7) or draws narrative close to reality (Herman 2011, 12–17). As Mieke Bal empha-
sizes, narrative »space is connected to the characters who ›live‹ it« (Bal, 136). Events, in this 
sense, require characters or storyworld participants to experience them across time, but also 
in space. Consequently, »space can function steadily or dynamically,« as a »�xed frame« or 
as »a factor which allows for the movement of characters« (Bal, 139). For Bal and others like 
her, space is invested with semantic signi�cance and overlaps with the narrative’s treatment 
of time; »time and space are bound up with each other in narrative« (Bridgeman, 53; see 
also Ryan, 180). Moreover, as Bal suggests and Susan Stanford Friedman asserts, »[s]pace 
restored to its full partnership with time as a generative force for narrative allows for reading 
strategies focused on the dialogic interplay of space and time as mediating coconstituents of 
human thought and experience« (Friedman, 195). Events occur within stories (Fludernik, 
251): they take place in storyworld time and space through some action, physical or cogni-
tive, of an experiencing character. �us, if we agree, as I do, that »narratively organized dis-
course prompts interpreters to populate storyworlds with minds« (Herman 2011, 10), then 
time and space are necessarily bound up with character. 

�e intrinsic interrelationship of space and time that characterizes narrative is particularly 
true for comics, a medium that narrates across »spatialized forms of temporality« (Mikkonen 
2017, 33) that present readers with a »spatialized illusion of time« (Mikkonen 2010, 77). Com-
ics represent the time of the �ctional action or diegetic time in terms of space. In them, sequen-
tiality functions as »an instrument for converting space into time, into duration« (Groensteen, 
138), so that panels are positioned across a page o�en serves to communicate temporality.2 
Whereas a row of several equally shaped and similarly sized panels depicting the same action 
o�en indicates a slow and extended length of time, a row comprised of only one narrow elon-
gated panel suspends time or introduces a short pause. Hillary Chute gestures beyond the 
widely accepted linear spatiotemporal model to propose that »panel size, panel shape, panel 
placement, and the concomitant pace and rhythm the page gestures at establishing« are some of 
the strategies comics use to spatially shape time (7). Along the same line, Art Spiegelman also 
highlights how page layout or the composition of the comics page, in all of its linear and non-
linear manifestations, works to »choreograph and shape time« (4). 

Paul Gravett presents a more nuanced stance, clarifying that »time, action, and setting do 
not have to be kept clearly apart from panel to panel« (21). Instead, they can intersect and 
interact between panels, but also within them to in�uence narrative meaning.3 Canadian 
comics artist Michael DeForge emphasizes that in comics »you can play with location and 
time in weird ways: it‘s almost like a cubist view of time« (Interview with Kristel Jax). In 
comics, time, action, and setting can be multiplied within panels to portray multiple or shi�-
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ing perspectives or the illusion of uninterrupted movement, processes o�en undertaken by 
characters that inhabit the storyworld. �ey can also extend across a series of continuous or 
split panels »to indicate not only spatiotemporal progression, but also focalization« (Poharec, 
315). �ese common visual practices of comic’s storytelling indicate how for the medium 
of comics time is distinctly a spatial matter, but also one that hinges on and is central to the 
presentation and comprehension of characters. 

Time, body, and subjectivity in graphic illness narratives 

Time is of particular consequence in illness narratives: it is pivotal to medical processes of 
diagnosis, treatment, care, and cure as well as to the »temporal experience of illness at the sub-
jective level of the patient« (Toombs, 227). Whereas the medical treatment of time relies pri-
marily on the notion of chronicity that conceives time »as an objective and absolute metric« 
(von Peter, 15), the ill subject’s temporal experience underscores a �uid and �exible concep-
tion of time as »shaped by particular and changing conditions and epistemological concerns« 
of an embodied subject (von Peter, 14). Subjective time is structured through individual, lived, 
and embodied experiences that take place and hold meaning in space and in self; it is at once 
an inherently somatic, cognitive, and emotive process. In addition, several argue that lived 
embodied experiences gain meaning through narrative: »time becomes human time to the 
extent that it is organized a�er the manner of a narrative; narrative in turn, is meaningful to 
the extent that it portrays the features of temporal existence« (Ricoeur, 52). 

Whereas some critics of graphic illness narratives point out that during illness, »space 
and time are restricted to the here and now« (El Refaie 2019, 32), I propose that the function 
of temporal manipulations is signi�cantly more complicated and more nuanced in graphic 
illness narratives. Drawing inspiration from Arthur Frank, who describes the written illness 
story as »wrecked because its present is not what the past was supposed to lead up to, and the 
future is scarcely thinkable« (55), I set out to indicate how considerations of time in graphic 
illness narratives account for embodied subjectivities engaged in the lived experience of ill-
ness. To do so, I highlight how the representation of the body plays a central role in manipu-
lating time to communicate how the subject understands their lived experience of self. In 
this way, temporal manipulations function not only to express subjective understandings of 
time, as critics tend to argue, but rather subjective understandings of self. 

As in other autobiographical comics, the representation of subjectivity in graphic illness 
narratives is intrinsically linked to the representation of the body, which is a determinant 
strategy that structures subjectivity and grants readers access to the working of a charac-
ter’s mind (see Horstkotte and Pedri). Whereas most considerations of time in autobio-
graphical comics examine how the use of panels communicates the subjective experience 
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of time, I set out to explore how the manipulation of time across representations of the 
body speaks to the ill subject’s subjective experience of self. In particular, I join the many 
scholars who agree that multiple self-portraits in autobiographical comics express frag-
mented, complex, and disjointed subjectivities (Dolmage/Jacobs; Hat�eld; Jacobs; Miller; 
Williams), but extend their �ndings to considerations of time in graphic illness narratives 
that position the self »in the physically and emotionally embodied experience of illness« 
(Pedri/Staveley, 232).4 Considering the represented body as a space across which time 
manifests will highlight the productive intersection between what Ann Miller identi�es as 
the »three aspects of the resources of the [comics] medium that are relevant to the analysis 
of autobiographical work,« namely »the inscription of subjectivity, the rendering of tempo-
rality by spatial means, and the proliferation of self« (235). It forces us to take account of 
these aspects as intrinsically united in graphic illness narrative’s aim to render an ill sub-
ject meaningful and knowable. 

Although several critics have emphasized that in autobiographical comics »the unmarked, 
universalized, and invisible body becomes an impossibility« (Køhlert, 12), and thus presents 
a way to address the emotional processes of characters, time and temporal experimenta-
tion have not been at the forefront of those discussions. If subjectivity is »always un�nished, 
interrupted, intricate and non-linear« and if graphic illness narratives join other illness 
narratives to »underscore the interruptions of subjectivity« (Kokanovi�/Flore, 331) but do 
so across visualizations of the body, then time as inscribed across the ill body is a necessary 
consideration. Questioning the intersection of time, body, and subjectivity in graphic illness 
narratives will further the understanding of how an ill subject’s sense of self is inextricably 
interconnected with the body, but also of how that subjectivity is continually emerging across 
its engagement with time. 

To address the interrelation between body and time in graphic illness narratives and 
explore how it communicates a subjective experience of self, attention will be given to three 
common patterns of temporal manipulation expressed across the ill body: suspended time, 
layered time, and fractured time. Whereas suspended time is a pause in the temporal unfold-
ing of storyworld events, layered time and fractured time disrupt the progression of time 
through the convergence in the same temporal moment of temporally distinct storyworld 
events (layered time) or of disjointed, but temporally congruous details of a storyworld event 
(fractured time). In these manifestations, the manipulation of time across the visually rep-
resented body literalizes a sense of mental or physical upheaval that challenges the subject’s 
sense of self. Hence, manipulations of time across the body serve as alternative re�ective rep-
resentational practices that resist »closure and containment in the pursuit of the paradoxical, 
the ambiguous and undecidable« (Woods, 76). In graphic illness narratives, they join other 
visual strategies that aim to communicate an inner sense of a vulnerable self across the visual 
representation of self. 
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Suspended time 

A sense of time stopping o�en �gures in representations of illness. �is is not surprising if 
one considers that illness interrupts allegedly ›normal‹ life and »the apparent plot of one’s 
life« (Couser, 5). In comics, the introduction of a solid-colored panel is a common visual 
strategy used to remove an event or an emotion from any speci�c time span. Blind panels, as 
David Carrier refers to these solid-colored panels, indicate an implied silence that creates a 
powerful sense of what Sean Carney calls »the silence of time passing« (198). In this sense, 
they o�en mark a suspended time or a pause in the temporal �ow of events. In graphic ill-
ness narratives, they also engage readers with the subject’s changing perceptions of self. 

In Good Eggs (2010) by Phoebe Potts, while blank panels mark the silent passing of an 
indeterminate period of time, they also present the crystallization of the disappointment in 
and uncertainty of self as experienced by the protagonist Phoebe following the news that she 
did not conceive a child. On one page, four equally sized black panels are introduced a�er 
two panels where Phoebe’s physician 
�rst informs her that her »hormonal 
response has been excellent« and then 
phones her in her o�ce to tell her 
that she is not pregnant (�g. 1). In this 
second panel, Phoebe is at her desk 
in front of a computer on the phone 
listening to the doctor explain, »�ere 
was a rise in your hormone levels, 
but not enough to indicate a preg-
nancy…« (140). �e repetition of four 
identical solid black panels signals 
something more than just a pause 
in action (It is more usual for com-
ics readers to be presented with one 
blind panel!). Given the particularly 
unexpected news Phoebe receives, 
the four black panels can be under-
stood to represent the physical expe-
rience of Phoebe closing her eyes or 
an extended duration of disbelief or 
extreme disappointment before more 
processing is possible. On a symbolic 
level, the repeated black panels may 

Fig. 1: Potts, Phoebe. Good Eggs: A Memoir. Harper Col-
lins, 2010, p. 140.
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mark the e�acement of Phoebe’s body as her lived experience of self drastically changes. Not 
only does Phoebe suspend her embodied engagement with her environment to ponder the 
news’ impact on her sense of self, but she also psychologically disintegrates under its impact. 
Like the panels, she too is empty. �e introduction of four black panels, and not just one, 
indicates that subjectivity, and not temporal duration, gains in meaning through this embod-
ied suspension of narrative time. 

�at the suspension of time communicated across the use of black panels is marked across 
Phoebe’s body is strongly suggested on the following page where Phoebe is repeatedly pic-
tured sitting still at her desk in front of the computer screen that has now gone blank, thus 
indicating that time has indeed passed (141). �e page is comprised of four rows of mostly 
silent panels – one panel in the third row has Phoebe screaming »Fuck!« and another in the 
fourth row introduces an o�-panel balloon asking »Hi?« (141). Each row on the page has one 
additional panel than the previous row – from two to three to four to �ve – so that the pan-
els appear to more tightly frame Phoebe as a discrete entity in space and, above all, time. �e 
precise repetition of her body in tighter, smaller panels makes it impossible to determine how 
much time passes while she sits at her desk silently contemplating the impact of the news on 
her sense of self. �e insistent focus on Phoebe’s unchanging body also visually communicates 
her experience of time as intensely slowed down or paused altogether. Most importantly, how-
ever, the shrinking of panels contain a Phoebe who appears to be shrinking under the grow-
ing intensity of her emotional experience as she processes the news (It is not by chance that 
her verbal reaction is at the end of row three!). Like the page composition, Phoebe’s shrinking 
body also marks a suspended time, and does so to indicate a signi�cant shi� in her under-
standing of self. In this sense, both the blank black panels and the repeated panels manipulate 
the experience of time across Phoebe’s body, which �rst disappears and is then repeated over 
and over again as it shrinks to communicate her subjective experience of self. 

In graphic illness narratives, a considerable variety of visual strategies position bodies 
outside of or apart from the temporal progression of events when subjects experience physi-
cal or mental upheaval. For example, in La di�erence invisible (2016), a graphic memoir 
about living with Asperger syndrome by Julie Dachez and Mademoiselle Caroline, a page 
presents Marguerite, a 27-year-old woman who has Asperger syndrome, in three consecutive 
long panels sitting on a couch in a crowded party room as her body’s features fade until it is 
pictured as nothing more than a dull featureless silhouette (39). By contrast, the other �gures 
featured in the three panels become more and more animated and the details more visually 
saturated with the color red. Because she is the only one in the crowd whose body contin-
ues to feature in black-and-white, but is also fading away as she sits alone and still, readers 
understand that for her, time is suspended. �ey also understand that the suspension of 
time inscribed across Marguerite’s fading body is expressive of several feelings, including her 
sense of detachment and inconsequentiality as all else moves around her, her hypersensitivity 
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to what surrounds her, as well as her desire to be somewhere else. Within the context of La 
di�erence invisible, the depiction of Marguerite’s body as existing in a stagnant time, outside 
of the unfolding of events that surround her communicates her subjective experience of self 
as di�erent from the partygoers who can easily enjoy the going-ons. It expresses Marguerite’s 
sense of herself as ›other‹.

It also speaks to how the experiencing of self and illness is structured by societal contexts. 
�e depiction of Marguerite’s body as existing outside of time counters the (mis-)conception 
that Marguerite is anti-social, a bit odd or dull as her fellow partygoers describe her on the 
following pages (41). By locating the illness experience within her lived experience of self 
and contrasting it with the party crowd, whom readers are made to believe are neurotypical, 
the sequence exposes how one’s sense of self is shaped by social encounters and environ-
ments. At the same time, by withholding critical judgements about Marguerite’s behavior 
until the following pages, the sequence resists and challenges the social discourses that pro-
duce and manage knowledge about and reactions to illness.

Layered time 

In Al Davison’s �e Spiral Cage (1990), the protagonist’s body is repeatedly laid bare for read-
ers to see; it is o�en pictured naked with its legs bent in an unusual fashion. �roughout the 
book, Al, who su�ers from spina bi�da, engages in a sustained re�ection of how his sense of 
self is intrinsically wrapped up in his body as he and others experience it. Acutely aware of 
how his body impacts his experience of the world, but also structures his experience of self, 
the autobiographical subject presents readers with an embodied self that is continually in 
process and continuously under threat by societal strictures. He does so while also interro-
gating how he construes his self. To communicate Al’s living, changing experience of self as 
a man with a disabled body, several distinct visual renditions of Al’s body feature throughout 
�e Spiral Cage. �ese di�ering manifestations of Al’s body that intersect with images of his 
naked body are o�entimes enmeshed in the manipulation of time that are scripted across it, 
prompting readers to contemplate how »embodiment shapes the mind« (Gallagher, ii). 

In a particularly poignant two-page scene, the comics page is divided into twelve panels and 
a concluding long word panel that opens with »con�icting voices,« followed by a list of who 
spoke and what was said on the �rst page (74) and with »destructive voices … some originat-
ing elsewhere … some my own … some … hateful, loving, apathetic, naïve, …..sad..« on the 
second (75). �e panels on the �rst page alternate between images of a semi-naked Al looking 
at himself in the mirror and captioned images of those who have either encouraged or advised 
him to face and live within the limitations as a disabled man (74). �e protagonist’s confronta-
tion with these con�icting voices that have impacted his own sense of self continues on the 
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next page where silent panels of 
a semi-naked Al rendered in a 
realistic style are positioned along-
side silent panels of a young aged 
Al that transforms into a raging 
screaming ›monster‹ rendered in a 
cartoon style and two word pan-
els that narrate what the hateful, 
destructive voices said and how 
they made him feel (75). Across 
these pages, various recognizable 
con�gurations of Al’s body – his 
boy body, his raging body, and 
his present semi-naked body – 
come together to communicate 
contrasting and confused mental 
states as Al experiences anger and 
resistance, shrinks in the spotlight 
of those voices, and stands tall 
against them. 

Temporal layering across Al’s 
body is particularly apparent on 
the second page (75) where Al’s 
present emotional state of intense 
distress and frustration �lters into 
or overlaps with his past emotional 
state (�g. 2). Here, Al’s scream in 
the present gives way to two ren-
ditions of his young self screaming, eyes shaped like triangles and a large gaping mouth with 
oversized pointy canines. Readers are asked to observe Al’s body from di�erent points in time 
simultaneously, thus presenting what David Herman calls »fuzzy temporality« (2004, 212). �e 
presentation of Al’s lived experience as literally shi�ing between time and space con�rms the 
word panel’s clari�cation, »�ese and many other voices still in�uence me, �ghting for suprem-
acy in my memory…« (75). In this light, the alternating images of Al’s embodied experience of 
self have multiple points of origin, originating at once outside of Al and within Al and re�ective 
of his real and imaged self, his present and past self. 

In graphic illness narratives, the manipulation of temporal patterns across the body o�en 
works towards rejecting the objecti�cation of the ill body to draw notice to the ill subject’s 

Fig. 2: Davison, Al. �e Spiral Cage. Active Images [1990] 2003, 
p. 75.
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experience of self. Lighter than my Shadow, Katie Green’s 2013 graphic illness narrative about 
her struggle with anorexia nervosa and other eating disorders, o�en relies on the visual tech-
nique of multiphase narration – that is, the repetition of a character moving across the same 
landscape – to manipulate time across Katie’s body and express her changing sense of time, 
but also of self.5 During a central night scene that spans several pages, Katie’s body is pictured 
in multiples of four, layered one behind the other so that one version in the foreground is 
fully visible and partially blocks the versions that recede in the background (481-483). In the 
opening page, the four bodies walk across her bedroom, a large gaping mouth for an abdomen 
�gures on the fully visible body at the front of the grouping (�g. 3). In this �rst instance, the 
stacking of bodies may be understood to mark motion; in fact, the caption reads, »it seemed 
to happen in slow motion,« a comment that speaks to how Katie subjectively experiences 
the passing of time. Indeed, the presentation of »multiple images of the subject« is generally 
approached by comics scholars as a visual technique that marks the passage of time and aims 
to »involve the reader more deeply into the action« (McCloud 1994, 112). 

Fig. 3: Green, Katie. Lighter than My Shadow. Roar, 2013, p. 481. 
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However, in the second instance, the interrelationship of time and space becomes signi�-
cantly more complicated since the versions of Katie’s bodies are stacked upwards in physi-
cal space and thus do not clearly demarcate action as it unfolds in chronological time. �e 
change from a horizontal to a vertical stacking shi�s the reader’s attention away from con-
siderations of action taking place across linear time to focus instead on experience within 
a constant present. Crouching one over the other, the stacked bodies indicate an inde-
terminate crisis time or a time that slows down so drastically that it stands still as Katie 
struggles against the disease – represented as a dark unruly tangle of lines that frames her 
bodies – and tries to exert control over it by understanding her experience. �e stacking 
of bodies dismantles any sense of linearity of the story as each rendition of Katie responds 
di�erently to the disease. Whereas the top body’s perspective is one of assessment, the 
one immediately below it is of surprise, and while the bottom body o�ers readers a glim-
pse into her experience of resignation, the one above her expresses her satisfaction when 
ingesting food. �is upwards layering of bodies whose movement shi�s slightly across the 
tangled backdrop of illness presents readers with Katie’s multiple and simultaneous expe-
riences of her disease. Here, multiphase narration suspends time, pausing it to de�ne the 
disease through Katie’s multifaceted sense of self in response to the disease. �e layering of 
bodies, which gives the impression of suspended time, thus marks concurrent focalizations 
and competing bodily experiences, each originating from Katie. 

Although each perspective is Katie’s, slight modi�cations in color suggest that her act of 
processing the impact of the disease on self extends across di�erent, but not distinct sto-
ryworld levels or realities. In this sense, the upwardly stacked bodies also layer temporali-
ties. �e tone of each body gets progressively darker from the bottom up. On the following 
page, where the bodies once again �gure upwardly stacked on the �oor, the change from a 
dark tone to a lighter one is more boldly accentuated. In this third instance, however, the 
color scheme is reversed as the three bottom Katies look over their shoulders to listen to 
the lighter toned Katie at the top, who informs them that »it was just a nightmare« ([482]). 
�is reversal in color and the a�rmation that it was just a nightmare suggest that the top 
body is acting in a real concrete time, whereas the others are in a suspended imagined time 
where self-re�ection is free of inhibitions. �is subtle modi�cation of color asks readers to 
return to the previous page and align the light-colored renditions of Katie’s body with the 
storyworld’s present and dark colored renditions with an imagined, indeterminate time. 
When doing so, readers are presented with an incongruity: the darker tone of the top Katie 
would seem to suggest that she is acting outside real time. However, when taking into con-
sideration that each Katie communicates a di�erent perspective on self that results from 
processing the experience of illness in a distinct way, then it becomes possible to under-
stand the shi�s in color as representing a range of focalization intensities. Highlighting 
di�erent depths of feeling triggered in response to experiences of illness that intersect and 
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overlap, but nonetheless remain meaningful also individually, color thus further asserts the 
multiplicity, but also the complexity of Katie’s understanding of self. 

�roughout the series, slight modi�cations in color help readers understand that the layer-
ing of bodies marks multiple, contradictory, and confusing temporalities and that those tem-
poralities, which align with distinct storyworld realities in which Katie’s mind processes her 
lived experience, are central to understanding Katie’s experience of self. From the suggestion 
of a concrete progression of time in the �rst page, in the �nal instances of the sequence readers 
are faced with a sense of time that unfolds in Katie’s mind and creeps into and joins the current 
moment of eating. On the last page of the nightmare sequence, the four versions of Katie’s body 
do not present time in a contracted, multiple, contradictory, or confusing way. Instead, she is 
pictured as one body in real time: one rendition of Katie’s body sits motionless on the kitchen 
�oor, emotionally moved to tears by her newly acquired sense of self as strong enough to push 
the tangled cloud of her disease away from her. In this sense, shi�s between concrete and imag-
ined time, as well as their porous boundaries, join the interactions between multiple renditions 
of Katie’s body subtly moving 
across di�erent spatiotemporal 
realities to address how anorexia 
manifests for Katie. Together, the 
temporal alterations across Katie’s 
body express the multidimensional 
complexity of how the disease 
impacts Katie’s sense of self. 

�e multidimensionality of the 
ill self is thematized in Georgia 
Webber’s Dumb: Living without 
a Voice (2018), a graphic illness 
narrative about how Georgia’s 
experience of losing her voice 
for an extended period of time 
impacted her identity, her under-
standing of self, and her expe-
rience in the world. In several 
instances throughout the book, 
the real Georgia is pictured as a 
black �gure that engages with a 
red-�gured Georgia that stands 
for her ill, voiceless self. In one 
instance, the top half of the comics 

Fig. 4. Webber, Georgia. Dumb: Living without a Voice. Fanta-
graphics, p. 143.
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page pictures Georgia at di�erent stages of her life, as she asks »What am I without it? I’m the 
same, I think?« (143) (�g. 4). �e cluster of �ve renditions of Georgia at distinct periods of time 
takes full advantage of the way in which comics can »keep previous scenes physically before the 
reader a�er the narrative has moved on« (Witek, 89). �rough the grouping of these snapshots 
of Georgia, past and present are made to occupy the same narrative space so that time is lay-
ered. In addition, the grouping of these temporally distinct embodied moments together with 
the unanswered question of whether she is still herself without her voice introduces a temporal 
loop into the narrative that communicates her struggle to achieve a sense of continuous self 
once faced with illness and its traumatic impact on her experience and social embeddedness of 
self. For Georgia, the extended loss of her voice is an isolating, confusing, anxiety-ridden expe-
rience that renders her sense of self and her sense of social belonging uncertain. As the narrator 
of her autobiography, she informs readers, »My circumstances are rare and easily misunder-
stood, especially to an outsider. / My every action bears this threat. / It’s the cause of persistent 
anxiety for me« (50–52). As Køhlert speci�es in relation to a similar image used in Phoebe 
Gloeckner’s graphic autobiography A Child’s Life, »the jumbled chronology creates the e�ect of 
both a gradual revelation and a serial compounding of the trauma, as one memory functions 
to uncover others« (76). Just as time is layered, at once compressed and accelerated, so too is 
Georgia’s physical and emotive experience of self jumbled because the loss of voice is so unex-
pected and persistent that she is forced to understand her self and her social reality di�erently 
and in multiplicity, uncertainty, and ambiguity. 

�at this deviation in narrative time as inscribed across repetitions of Georgia’s body re�ects 
her troubled, uncertain sense of self is further con�rmed in the bottom half of the same page, 
where a black-sketched Georgia physically confronts her ill, red-sketched self. In this scene, 
bodies are once again multiplied, but so too are actions. �e two renditions of Georgia interact 
with each other but exist in di�erent spatiotemporal realities; whereas the black body repre-
sents Georgia in the present real storyworld, the red body exists in an imagined space and time. 
At �rst, the real time black sketched Georgia confronts her ill self with arms raised. In the next 
instance, her real self is shown sketched on top of the struggling red sketched self of the previ-
ous instance as she extends her arms pushing her ill self to the �oor not once, but twice. �e 
second instance presents two renderings of the red, imagined Georgia, one panting in defeat 
and the other staring in surprise up at the black sketched Georgia; both red Georgia’s have been 
stilled by the same assertive black-sketched Georgia. �rough this confrontational scene, read-
ers are made to understand that although the red body is an imagined body that metaphori-
cally stands for Georgia’s illness, it nonetheless impacts the real Georgia, �ltering into her lived 
experience and that experience’s spatiotemporal reality. �e splintering of linear storytelling to 
present readers with temporally and spatially disjointed embodiments of self that exert in�u-
ence one over the other visualizes Georgia’s resistance to being overdetermined by the illness 
that takes away her voice and risks drastically rede�ning who she is. 
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�e layering of distinct temporal moments is particularly evident in a panel that has Georgia 
simultaneously appear in the kitchen sipping co�ee or tea, at her computer scrolling with 
her mouse, reading a book, and at her drawing board (158). �e superimposed images of her 
body at once show past, present, and perhaps future temporal instances. �is »palimpsesting 
past and present moments together in panels that are traditionally understood to represent 
only one temporal gesture« (Chute, 7) produces a multiple layering of temporal planes that 
visually renders the question raised in the verbal text: »Who am I without it – my voice? I’m 
the same, I think?« (143). �is question and its hesitant response risks giving rise to a disin-
tegration of her sense of self, and thus of her body and of time. To mark her complete erasure 
of a previous sense of self, and thus of time, Georgia uses a scratching out technique where 
dark black scribbles e�ace her body or face. �e scribbling over Georgia’s body, consistently 
used throughout Dumb, departs from the use of blank panels discussed above in relation to 
Pott’s Good Eggs to poignantly highlight the risk of a complete e�acement of self while also 
addressing the subject’s struggle to remain ›intact‹ when ill. In Dumb, the loss of continuity 
and eventual e�acement of self due to illness dramatically intersects with a collapse of repre-
sentation, which necessarily draws forth a collapse in narrative time. Georgia’s impossibility 
of preserving a coherent sense of self has tangible e�ects for representation. Her experience 
of her ill self not only resists coherent narrativization and chronological progression; it per-
forms the ill subject’s resistance to narrative as »one form of cognitive structure that enables 
us to make sense of things« (Mostwin, xii). 

A common visual trope used in graphic illness narratives to address the erasure of one’s 
sense of self is the depiction of the protagonist’s body swallowed up or fully absorbed 
by the disease. In both Epileptic (2005) by David B. and Inside Out: Portrait of an Eating 
Disorder (2007) by Nadia Shivack, the ill protagonist is pictured crouched up in a fetal 
position inside the body of a large lizard-dragon (B., 302; Shivack, 11). In both instances, 
the protagonist’s passive ill body stands in contrast to and is held within the active lizard-
dragon body of the disease. Pictured housed, contained, or trapped in the body of a lizard-
dragon creature that metaphorically represents Jean-Christophe’s epilepsy in Epileptic 
(302) and Nadia‘s eating disorders in Inside Out (11), where the creature presents as a dou-
ble-mouthed lizard-dragon named E. D (i.e., eating disorder), the ill subject experiences 
their self as literally consumed or fully devoured by disease. �e lived experience of these 
subjects is not in sync with the spatiotemporal frame of their respective stories as they 
present as existing outside of, but also because of their own illness narratives. Semantically 
overdetermined by disease, in both Epileptic and Inside Out, the ill subject’s body �gures 
in a reality independent from the storyworld’s temporal frame. Within the metaphorical 
space of experiencing self as disease and experiencing disease as a force ruling over all that 
is self, time is arrested: the only escape Jean-Christophe can envision is »a return to the 
past« (302). 



      
23 CLOSURE 10.5 �2024�

Nancy Pedri – Manipulating Time across the Body 

Fractured time 

For subjects that experience themselves as existing principally within the parameters of 
disease, time can be present as at once compressed and expanded, stilled and exaggerated, 
and distinct temporal moments can become so enmeshed that narrative con�gurations of 
time along an axis of past, present, and future disintegrate altogether. In Lighter than my 
Shadow, there are instances when Katie is so overwhelmed by feelings of being unable to 
cope with her illness that her body is pictured literally falling into pieces, tearing apart as 
it hovers above her concrete body in the tangled darkness of her disease (Green, 376–378). 
For instance, when our protagonist realizes that her therapy was a scam and that she is 
»right back where she started,« she is pictured on the �oor curled up thinking, »I’ll never 
recover from this.« Above her, Katie’s body is pictured two more times, but as fragments 
loosely held together in her body’s shape and caught up within the cloud of illness. Two 
pages later (382), a�er she tries to take her own life by swallowing a handful of pills, read-
ers are once again confronted with the disintegration of the visual unity of Katie’s body 
(�g. 5). In this instance, Katie’s continuous body is absent from representation and the few 

Fig. 5. Green, Kati. Lighter than My Shadow. Roar, p. 382.
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fragments that show pieces of Katie’s temporally fractured and discontinuous body are 
rendered much smaller than the black tangle of disease that remains more intact and occu-
pies over three quarters of the top portion of the comics page. �ese small pieces of self 
become increasingly insigni�cant: on the following page, one of the fourteen fragments 
pictures the disease, while the others are images of the grey backdrop. Traces of Katie have 
altogether disappeared from representation. �e loss of her body’s spatial and temporal 
de�nition forcefully communicates the traumatic e�ect of the disease on Katie’s sense of 
self. In this intense state of illness, both her body and time are fractured and �oating ran-
domly across space. Indeed, the comics page in which Katie’s concrete body doesn’t �gure 
gives way to three pages of pure white, signaling a complete loss of any recognizable sense 
of self.6 In this sequence, the fracturing of narrative time and body gives way to a suspen-
sion of time and body and �nally to a complete e�acement of time and body altogether. It 
is only once Katie regains a more stable sense of self that she falls back into her body and 
into real storyworld time. 

Graphic representations of the lived experience of ill subjects necessarily position bod-
ies in time. Graphic illness narratives o�en focus on the subject’s lived experience of ill-
ness and of self by manipulating time across the body. In the repeated presentation of an 
embodied subjectivity and in what Elisabeth El Refaie describes as »an explicit engage-
ment with physicality« (El Refaie 2012, 7–8), graphic illness narratives present subjects 
that experience their own subjectivity across their bodies and in (manipulated) time. Pre-
senting life stories in which the subject’s sense of self is put under pressure by illness, the 
protagonists of graphic illness narratives undergo bodily, emotional, and mental upheaval 
that is inscribed across the body. When bodies become sites of temporal manipulations, as 
in the examples of suspended, layered, and fractured time examined above, they o�er up 
important information about the character’s cognitive and emotional stances towards their 
ill self. In graphic memoir, the manipulation of time across the body is a visual strategy 
that presents the character’s mental topography. Communicating an ill character’s personal 
understanding of self, it thus marks focalization. 
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3]	 See also Baetens and Pylyser, 303. 
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»resonant with the conceptualization of trauma as a visualization of repetitious frozen im-
ages brought to consciousness through �ashbacks reminiscent of snapshots« (Køhlert, 76).



CLOSURE 10.5 �2024�
      
29

But a�er all, time isn’t ›actual.‹ When it seems long to you, then it is long; when it seems short, why, then 
it is short. But how long, or how short, it actually is, that nobody knows.

		
�omas Mann. �e Magic Mountain . 1924. Trans. H.-T. Lowe-Porter

Literature – and the arts generally – know about the subjective nature of time, the limited 
relevance of clock time to the way we experience the world. Literature and the arts know, too, 
that our perception of time tends to be bound up with space – a point made so memorably 
by �omas Mann’s �e Magic Mountain  (1924), for instance. But is not time also marked by 
people, by our closest relations – is not time as we experience and remember it meaningful 
because of others, that is, quintessentially relational? 

I suggest that this is why the loss of those closest to us can have signi�cant e�ects on our 
perception of time and can have the power to disrupt life courses. �is seems to hold espe-
cially true since the 19th century, when, with advancing secularization, acceptance of death 
decreased markedly while acts of mourning moved into the private sphere, becoming more 
idiosyncratic – and more personally felt (Ariès, Ch. 3, 4; Sykora 2009, 226; Richter, 194, 216). 
�e origins of the a�ect of bereavement, grief, are therefore typically located in modernity 
(e.g. Sörries, 230). Fast forward to the 21st century and one notes grief to be positioned 
precariously close to illness in the public mind; the result of attempts to distinguish ›normal‹ 
from pathological variants of grief, and grief from depression. A historical example contri
buting to this development is Sigmund Freud’s essay »Mourning and Melancholia« (1917). 
In recent years, the debate was reignited ahead of the removal of the bereavement exclusion 
in the diagnostic description of major depression and the inclusion, however contested, of 
certain forms of grief in the DSM-5 (APA, 155, 789–792; Pies; Schaub, 145–148). 

»So I took some photos.«  

Nina Schmidt (Berlin)

Time, Photography and the Materialization of Memory in Graphic 
Narratives of Bereavement
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Especially when it is a traumatic loss, time for the bereaved can easily appear out of joint and 
grieving may become a ›prolonged‹ and ›complicated‹ matter, as the psychological terminol-
ogy today has it. In her 2019 graphic grief memoir Das Licht, das Schatten leert [�e light 
that empties the shadows], covering the �rst one and a half years of her life following the 
stillbirth of her son, German comics author Tina Brenneisen writes: »Es heißt, die Zeit heilt 
alle Wunden. Aber was, wenn sie still steht?« (96) [Time is said to heal all wounds. But what 
if time stands still?].1 

As of late, and mirroring the developments in literary publishing of recent years,2 grief 
memoirs appear on the rise in the realm of comics, too – beginning to take personal expe-
riences of loss and the attendant feelings of grief back out into the open (without revert-
ing to the ritualized forms of mourning of former centuries), one text at a time. From a 
social constructionist perspective on bereavement, such publications are no surprise. To 
the contrary, they come at a time that sees sociologists and psychologists review the cul-
turally predominant view that conceptualizes grief and mourning as »an interior process« 
(Neimeyer/Klass/Dennis, 485, 494), that is, a purely intrapsychic and therefore private 
matter. Neimeyer, Klass and Dennis (487) recognize periods of grieving or mourning as 
periods of intensi�ed self-narration and conversation with others that are necessary to, 
for example, »establish the meaning of the deceased’s life and death, as well as the post-
mortem status of the bereaved within the broader community concerned with the loss.« 
As sociologist Tony Walter emphasizes (20), »bereavement is part of the process of (auto)
biography.« In the long term, it shapes identity. 

Against the backdrop of such research carried out in other subject areas, I am inter-
ested in the unique as well as the universal aspects of the loss of a loved one and the grief 
that accompanies and/or follows it, as represented in contemporary literature and comics 
(including grief ’s potential longevity and open-endedness); its private and public dimen-
sions, the intrapsychic and the social. �is article begins to explore these dimensions by 
focusing on three comics: two graphic memoirs – Anders Nilsen’s Don’t Go Where I Can’t 
Follow (2006/2012) and Roz Chast’s Can’t We Talk about Something More Pleasant? (2014) 
– and one �ctional narrative of bereavement, namely Antonia Kühn’s graphic novel Lich-
tung [Clearing] (2018). Each of these comics centers dying, loss and grief in di�erent ways 
and accentuations. I choose to read them alongside each other because they all make crea-
tive use of the medium of photography or harness the cultural relevance of printed pho-
tographs as haptic memory objects. �ey do this by incorporating facsimiles of personal 
photographs into the comics form (Nilsen; Chast) or drawn images the reader understands 
to signify photos (Kühn), employing comics capacity for »stilistische Mimikry« [stylistic 
mimicry] (Schmitz-Emans, 56). �ese uses of, or references to, photography expand the 
comic medium’s inherent intermediality as an ›imagetext,‹ typically constituted by words 
and drawn imagery, potentially of di�erent styles.3 
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Links between photography and death are, of course, well-established in intellectual his-
tory (e.g. Sykora 2009; Sykora 2015; Ho�mann/Tietjen). As a medium, photography is o�en 
said to heighten our awareness of the passage of time exactly because of its ability to freeze a 
moment in time (e.g. Sontag, 15). Among the theoreticians of photography, Roland Barthes 
(1982; 2011) stands out for thinking through photography and bereavement both in- and 
explicitly. More recently, Jennifer Green-Lewis (17) has highlighted the signi�cance of loss 
or its anticipation in the making and retrospective viewing of photographs as key to the 
medium: »A photograph is concerned with the way things are but will not remain, or per-
haps the way we wish they were, or the way we wish they might have been.« �e reader’s or 
viewer’s perspective comes into play here and is recognized as important (as it is indeed in 
much of comics studies, too). 

Cultural historians have correlated the popularity of postmortem photography in the 
19th century to the privatization and emotional intensi�cation of mourning during the 
period, identifying photography as a new medium of remembrance and tool in grief work 
for the surviving dependants (e.g. Richter, 216). �e role of photographs as memory objects 
is stressed in this historical context; with the analyzed comics in mind, this role can be con-
�rmed to be of continued relevance today. All three works of art examined below play with 
the materialization of memory in the form of photography – bringing out the diverse quali-
ties and e�ects of photographs as »objects of a�ect« (Edwards). 

As Barthes (1982, 76) wrote at a time that he grieved intensely for his mother, »in Photog-
raphy I can never deny that the thing has been there.« Photographs can console their viewers, 
as this indicates, as well as drive them into despair (because the ›thing‹ or person may have 
›been there,‹ but is no more – clock time passing relentlessly). So while photographs crystal-
lize feelings, these can be a number of, even contradictory feelings (or a variety of subsequent 
feelings over time; certainly depending on what viewers bring to an image) – a circumstance 
the comics art I discuss below re�ects. 

Photographs can frame or punctuate narratives of loss and remembrance for authenti-
cating e�ect (authors or publishers strive for this e�ect when using a photo on the cover of 
a book announcing a true and personal story, for example); but more o�en than not, their 
relevance goes beyond this function, and proves central to the structure, aesthetics and aims 
of the story told, in literature as in comics. Fictional narratives of loss make that point par-
ticularly clear when referencing photography as a medium (e.g. by assigning photographs a 
central role or function in a character’s or narrator’s engagement with their grief) – as in the 
case of �ction, this cannot possibly serve the purpose of authenti�cation or veri�cation, only 
mimic such e�ects. 

Rather, �ction’s references to the photographic are a re�ection of photography’s omni-
presence in our lives generally, and – in the case of the narratives of interest here – the 
established connection, socially and culturally, of the medium to loss. What is more, the 
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incorporation of the photo into the graphic suggests that contemporary artists and auto/
biographers understand that either visual register comes with speci�c representational 
strengths as well as limitations with regards to witnessing dying and addressing loss; and it 
indicates that there is particular narrative power in moments of transition from drawn to 
photographic registers, and back. �is – and what it reveals about the tellability of grief (in 
the given socio-cultural context and attendant feeling rules) and a potential transforma-
tion, over time, of personal loss into publicly available story, into art – is the focus of the 
analyses to follow.

Don’t Go Where I Can’t Follow – Photography’s retrospective bittersweetness and its 
supersession through drawing in the face of terminal illness

Don’t Go Where I Can’t Follow is an autobiographical book by the US-American artist and 
comics author Anders Nilsen. �e book takes the loose, episodic form of a multimodal col-
lage and pays homage to his six-year-long relationship with fellow artist Cheryl Weaver, end-
ing in her unexpected death from cancer in 2005.4 It combines – or ›assembles‹ (Oksman) – 
elements such as high-resolution facsimiles of the couple’s correspondence and plane tickets 
with holiday snapshots, poetry, comics and a selection of diary entries composed by Nilsen 
in the �nal weeks of Cheryl’s life. 

�e book opens with humorous descriptions of trips gone wrong; of a camping trip, a 
Christmas journey home and a �ight to France for the Angoulême International Comics 
Festival. �e �rst 64 pages of the 90-pages-long book thus notably take their time to paint a 
picture of the nature of the couple’s relationship, establishing it as ful�lled and happy, even 
across distances or against minor odds, before addressing what Nilsen (a�erword) calls »the 
end of normal.«5 When the text subsequently turns to the subject of cancer, the interpreta-
tion of the experience as another journey suggests itself by way of the episodes’ arrange-
ment.6 As a metaphor for Cheryl’s illness and death, it stresses Nilsen’s initial expectation 
that all would be well in the end – like any of the previous »minor disasters« (a�erword) they 
experienced together. 

Skilled as he is in graphic design, Nilsen makes the various mementos he includes in 
Don’t Go appear as similar to sticking the real thing into a personal scrapbook as pos-
sible – thus bridging the gap from unique to shareable: see, for example, the postcards 
and letters framing the narrative from a time »early on in the relationship« (a�erword), 
cherished and treasured by the couple, or the piece of masonry (DG 65) in »a creamy 
light green, something very close to Cheryl’s favorite color« (a�erword), which Nilsen 
picked up in the hospital car park with the intention »to present one to her once she was 
well« (a�erword). �e photorealistic representation of these items textures this story of 
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loss and remembrance and allows us a privileged look into Nilsen’s personal archive. One 
cannot help but take them as comments on mortality in themselves: As material objects, 
they have already outlived Cheryl and may possibly outlive Nilsen, too. Individually, each 
item carries meanings and feelings (or layers of both, in fact, as the piece of masonry, 
for instance, indicates; layers that sedimented over the course of events, i.e. over time), 
made decipherable for a wider readership by the a�erword, which Nilsen uses to give 
some explanatory context. �e intimacy of the scrapbook is further reinforced by nearly 
all text in Don’t Go appearing as handwriting, referencing the diary and travel journal as 
well. �e result overall is a new material souvenir in its own right, one that, in this form, 
can be reproduced and shared with others – and exist beyond the life and archive of its 
author, who is so hyperaware of the vulnerability and potential brevity of life as he com-
poses the book. 

�e chapter »France,« narrated in photo-journal form, then contains the bulk of the 
photographs proper. Starting out with lengthy captions, these become shorter and sparser 
as the chapter goes on, until the reader is presented almost exclusively with pictures. We 
see typical holiday snapshots, of French village centers and roadside curiosities, shop 
windows and notable buildings, pictures the two have taken of each other, and some of the 
couple together. As such, they do not demand much linguistic framing – we all know how 
to read photo albums. By tracing the two photographers’ choices of motif and angle, we 
recognize the couple’s keen eye for the aesthetic and learn of their fondness for all things 
weird and wonderful. In themselves, the photographs assembled in »France« document a 
happy normality, of the couple’s »existing in the world together,« »walking around, look-
ing« (a�erword), as the author puts it at once plainly and poetically. �is is what Nilsen 
wants remembered, and wants to remind himself of: their identity as a couple, a team of 
two. Don’t Go mourns a lost future that was to be had together. 

�ese photographs gain their poignancy retrospectively, through our posthumous 
reading perspective; a poignancy which is reinforced through their juxtaposition with the 
ensuing chapter »�e Hospital.« Referencing two photographs from »France« in particular 
that »forecast an impending future absence« (Oksman, 29) – one of a roadside silhouette 
marking the site of a fatality (DG 50), the other being the second of two photographs taken 
in quick succession and a result of double exposure, showing the couple posing for the 
camera together and on the more ›ghostly‹ plane showing Cheryl facing out of the image’s 
frame, gazing into the distance (�g. 1, DG 58) –, Oksman (30) goes so far as to say that 
»the beloved’s future absence seems consistently to have been part of this past shared life.« 
Anticipating but also resisting interpretations like this somewhat, the a�erword to Don’t 
Go states: »�e black and white pictures were not intended to be, or to seem, poignant. 
�at was simply the roll of �lm that was in the camera that day.« It continues: »�e two 
double portraits are my favorite pictures of her that I have now.« 
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Reproducing the double exposure 
photograph in Don’t Go, Nilsen does 
evidently play with the meanings and 
feelings photographic images can 
attract in retrospect (such as the idea 
of impending doom), but I do not 
think it is meant to suggest that either 
of the portrayed had a way of knowing 
what the relatively near future would 
bring. I imagine that the photograph 
is appreciated by Nilsen for two inter-
linking reasons: �rst, for the coinci-
dental artistic value brought about 
by the felicitous coming together of 
the two planes there are to the image 
and second, because as two recorded 
moments fold into one image, it comes 
to function as a visual commentary on 
time, its passing and the reevaluation 
of past experience that goes hand in 
hand with this. Doubly exposed, the 
photo draws attention to these aspects. 

�e sel�e of the foreground is slightly blurred, which makes clear that it was taken in a 
quick gesture, has not been premeditated for long. �e travel scene in the background equally 
is the result of a snapshot. Together, however, the overlaying scenes become extraordinary 
and in the form of double exposure, highlight the preciousness of ordinary moments one only 
ever recognizes as special belatedly. For the posthumous reader, the black-and-whiteness of 
the image, however coincidental it may be, then indeed adds gravity to it. Nilsen’s inclusion of 
this particular photograph (in addition to the technically ›successful‹, i.e. inconspicuous, self-
portrait printed right above it) nods to the beauty of getting things wrong (here: accidentally 
exposing a bit of �lm twice), as well as to the value that lies in the human inability to know the 
future, as knowing it would likely only extend inevitable times of grief, make untinged happi-
ness and any carefree sense of being in the moment impossible. 

Signi�cantly, photographs have no place in »�e Hospital.« »�e Hospital« is a chapter 
very much rooted in the present of the medical experience and Cheryl’s worsening condi-
tion, with Nilsen frequently taking note of dates and the times of the day in it. Portraying the 
time spent with Cheryl in her �nal month alive, he relies on journal entries from the time 
(consisting of a combination of handwritten text and ink sketches). Whether or not personal 

Fig. 1: Art and accident: a meditation on the human per-
ception of time (DG 58).
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photographs taken in this period exist, readers do not learn. �e exclusion of the medium 
henceforward points to the fact that Cheryl’s death can no longer be ruled out, which is fur-
ther re�ected in the accompanying text’s uncertain tone. In order to create his bedside por-
traits, Nilsen evidently prefers to trace his partner’s contours with a pen rather than exposing 
her, in this vulnerable state, to what he may have perceived as the cold, mechanic gaze of a 
camera. �is would certainly match western sensibilities today as culturally, we refrain from 
photographing the dying and the dead (outside of art projects such as Briony Campbell’s Dad 
Project [2009], at least); we instead want to remember and be remembered on the basis of 
imagery that shows the deceased when they were most alive (i.e. young, happy, well).7 

As an activity that takes time, drawing her is the more laborious but also the more 
contemplative and attentive process at a paradoxical time of »waiting waiting waiting« yet 
»so much to do« (DG 68). Immersing himself in the activity seems an appropriate way 
of sitting and being with Cheryl and documenting her state as the outcome of treatment 
becomes increasingly less clear. At the risk of simpli�cation, I would argue that the focus 
of drawing someone’s portrait is more on the process (and the intimacy it can create) than 
on the result, while in photography, it tends to be the other way round. Re�ecting on the 
di�erence between painting and drawing, Nilsen too has emphasized the idea of drawing 
as »a process of thinking and seeing« (Alae�); it is what he values it for. With this in mind, 

Fig. 2: Drawing Cheryl in hospital: beholding her in dying (DG 70–71).
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drawing his partner in hospital thus appears to be a way of dealing with the situation 
in limbo for Nilsen, as it anchors him in the present, in which Cheryl is alive – keeping 
thoughts of potential future developments at bay – and it thus helps him endure a time of 
extreme uncertainty. 

Drawing Cheryl rather than photographing her furthermore gives Nilsen artistic control 
over questions of focus, such as which of her features to draw out and which to have reced-
ing into the background. �us acting as intermediary between his later book’s audience and 
Cheryl in the hospital bed, Nilsen protects her privacy and, literally, her image somewhat. 
When regarded as a sequence, the four drawings rendered across pages 68 to 72 visualize the 
changes in Cheryl’s physical health: while she is awake in the �rst one, she is asleep in the 
others, growing increasingly frail from image to image. Nilsen’s capturing Cheryl in these 
drawings thus can be understood as a form of spiritual caregiving (compare Nilsen quoting 
from the Tao Te Ching; DG 76), a way of ›beholding‹ her in dying. �e drawings bring »visual 
presence« (Garland-�omson, 194) to her, help us honor her once more in all her unique-
ness (e.g. by zooming in on the exact shape of her le� ear, DG 71) as a chasm between the 
dying woman and her partner widens: »I can’t know what it’s like,« states Nilsen in one of the 
diary entries reproduced in this context (DG 67). 

�e chapter culminates in a full page depicting Cheryl a�er her death (DG 74), with a 
completely blacked-out page to her right (�g. 3, DG 75).8 In yet another change of drawing 
style, the image on the le�-hand side focuses in on the gear of medicine, and, employing a 
bird’s-eye perspective, e�ectively displays the traces the attempt to prolong her life has le� 
on Cheryl’s body. It may be the most drastic image of the whole book – and it is not a pho-
tograph (nor, we note, a photorealistic drawing). In a twist on classic medical illustration, 
annotations by Nilsen list every bruise, prick and incision she has had to endure, e.g. »sites 
of former I.V.s band-aided, bruised« (DG 74). Beyond that, they make visible what would 
otherwise remain unknown to the onlooker: »voice lost, partly from a�ere�ects of breath-
ing tube, possibly from medications as well« (DG 74). And while we continue to recognize 
Cheryl here in the person shown because Nilsen draws her wearing the glasses we have 
become acquainted with, this stripped-down and much more schematic drawing also sug-
gests to take her individual body as standing in for the many bodies who endure similar 
treatment (a lot of it invasive and painful) in a bid to survive cancer. It calls on our empathy 
to ›ecce homo‹ – behold the (wo)man – and invites readers to join in mourning for Cheryl 
but allows them space to contemplate their own losses, too. �e full-page image is a perfect 
example of how graphic storytellers like Nilsen portray their personal experience of bereave-
ment against the backdrop of its universality, and indeed, everydayness. Unable or unwill-
ing to read any kind of meaning into Cheryl’s death, the subsequent black page then further 
slows down the reading process; it makes us pause as it refuses to show anything tangible, 
almost willing time (and space, and all things) to end.
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Although Nilsen abandons the inclusion of photographs as he draws closer to the narration of 
Cheryl’s death and the scattering of her ashes, their signi�cance overall must be understood 
as directly linked to the experience of loss and grief the book shares. On the one hand, the 
incorporated photographs attest to a life and love that »has been« (Barthes 1982, 76), and in 
this, they are consoling to the artist in grief as well as the circle of friends and family whom 
the book initially addressed. Yet, on the other hand, as Barthes (1982, 76) too notes: »�ere is 
a superimposition here: of reality and of the past.« Caught in our own time or ›reality,‹ on a 
trajectory away from the depicted scene of any photograph we view (and the people, objects, 
spaces it indexes), we recognize a paradox that Barthes (1982, 77) puts thus: »what I see has 
been here, in this place which extends between in�nity and the subject (operator or spectator); 
it has been here, and yet immediately separated; it has been absolutely, irrefutably present, and 
yet already deferred.« Both Nilsen and his readership intuitively hold this bittersweet know-

Fig. 3: Cheryl postmortem. Nilsen’s invitation to the readership to 
come together in grief (DG 74).
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ledge. Don’t Go encapsulates it – without valuing photography higher than modes of writing 
and drawing but instead relying on the respective strengths of each medium to narrate di�e-
rent stages of the illness journey and the narrative synergies of the media mix employed. 

Can’t We Talk about Something More Pleasant? – Artistic agency and the comic’s 
switching between visual registers as a means of calculated rupture 

In Can’t We Talk about Something More Pleasant?, famed US-American cartoonist Roz Chast 
uses cartoons, text and photographs to tell the story of her parents’ aging and their eventual 
deaths in relatively quick succession of each other. Like Nilsen’s book, Chast’s �rst graphic 
memoir is a relational narrative, »as much a portrait of a family as it is a story about two peo-
ple’s deaths,« as Lyall (n. p.) writes. Directed against a culture of denial that she felt her family 
too cultivated (CWT 3–5), Can’t We Talk sets out to share what actually happens at the end 
of life as opposed to a sanitized or censored version of events. �e memoir details the long 
goodbye and the grief particular to seeing one’s elderly parents die a medicalized, slow death 
that is increasingly common today. It is complicated by the fact that Chast’s relationship with 
her mother was a strained one throughout their lives. 

Can’t We Talk contains over thirty photographs. A large number of them look like they 
have been taken straight from the family album. �ese images (some sepia-toned, some 
black and white) show the author as a child, posing either by herself or with one or both of 
her parents. In their majority, they are notably staged photographs, with the author’s younger 
self o�en looking distinctly uncomfortable, sometimes outright de�ant. We must note here 
that Chast speci�cally chose to include images that draw attention to the cracks in the ideal-
ized past, which is exactly the kind of past family albums tend to conserve in an accumula-
tion of ›happy moments.‹ 

Rosy Martin (n. p.) describes family photographs as providing a »glistening surface of 
meanings to re�ect and project upon, […] contain[ing] myriad latent narratives,« �nding 
that: »�ey are kept because of the part they play in con�rming and challenging the iden-
tity and history of their users.« In the memory work that is Can’t We Talk, Chast capitalizes 
on the ambivalences the photographs reveal once one looks more closely. She uses them to 
challenge her parents’ narrative as it comes out from their photo albums, putting forward 
her own retrospective view on her childhood and the relationship to her parents since. �e 
selected examples tend to appear in between sections of the graphic memoir’s narrative (e.g. 
CWT 167, �g. 4) or at the end of chapters, concluding them (CWT 123, 159, 180, 202). �us 
positioned, they invite the reader to linger, to pause for a moment, and give the opportu-
nity to bring together the insight gained over the preceding pages with what one sees in – or 
indeed notes missing from – the photographs. 
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It is true only at �rst sight or to a 
certain extent, therefore, that as the 
narrative oscillates between the pho-
tographic and the graphic plane, it 
too moves between two perspectives 
on the family: that of the author/
daughter, as rendered in text, car-
toons and comics, and that of the 
parents, as manifest in the old photo-
graphs, each arisen from an occasion 
deemed worth remembering (i.e. 
worthy of photographing) by them. 
Chast’s point of view is, ultimately, 
no less present on the photographic 
plane of the story than everywhere 
else: the images in Can’t We Talk are, 
a�er all, the result of her selection 
from the family albums she inheri-
ted, and on top of that, some have 
been visibly modi�ed or, as Nancy 
Pedri (2017b, para. 22) would put 
it, »tampered with« by her, that is to 
say given captions and/or thought 
bubbles. �us modi�ed, they re�ect the adult Chast’s perspective on her younger self and 
the scene depicted in an explicitly humorous way. On a more serious note, this practice of 
editing the family album and distancing herself through humor from the scenes and settings 
depicted, di�erentiating between the child she once was and her adult self, seems to »allow 
Chast to reclaim a past that felt out of her control since she was granted so little agency as a 
child« (Kam, 222; CWT 166). With both parents dead, Chast can rewrite the narrative in this 
way without having to consider their feelings or likely objections. It is her voice and view that 
is foregrounded in Can’t We Talk. 

A second category of photographs included in Can’t We Talk relays the daughter’s con-
frontation with her parents’ abandoned �at following their move into a care home. �ese 
images are grouped together at the very center of the book, displaying di�erent corners of 
the crammed apartment and close-ups of a selection of Elizabeth and George’s possessions 
in the chapter »�e Old Apartment« (CWT 105–123). Overwhelmed by confronting the 
material consequences as well as the emotional baggage of decades of compulsive hoarding, 
the memoirist writes: »I began the massive, deeply weird, and heartbreaking job of going 

Fig. 4: A daughter’s memory work: questioning and refram-
ing the family album (CWT 167). 
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through my parents’ possessions: almost 50 years’ worth, crammed into four rooms« (CWT 
108). And, with both clear-sightedness and dark humor with regards to the �nality and tra-
jectory of her parents’ relocation, she adds: »If I wanted mementos, it was now or never.« 

Facing the task of clearing the �at without her parents’ explicit consent, the memoirist 
expresses feeling both intrigued and uncomfortable at violating her parents’ privacy in the 
process. �ere is a sense of attachment to, or identi�cation with, this home environment 
and all it contains, too: despite her depreciatory judgement of the �at’s contents as »dusty 
old junk,« the �rst-person narrator nonetheless thinks of it as »our junk.« In order to facili-
tate the task of parting with objects so closely associated, for her, with her parents and her 
»unhappy childhood« (CWT 11), she begins to take photographs in that moment as a coping 
mechanism and a seeming compromise between keeping the things and throwing them out. 
Indeed, Chast holding the camera in between herself and what she sees (CWT 108) can be 
understood as establishing some much-needed distance between herself and this all-too-inti-
mate object-world. To include them in the published book in such unmediated form,9 how-
ever, is a di�erent matter – not a spontaneous action born of the moment but a calculated 
move »that disrupt[s] the visual stylistic coherency« (Pedri 2017a, para. 12) established over 
the course of the preceeding cartoon and text sequences. �e relatively abrupt visual change 
of gear from page 108 to 109 is what shocks us and draws us in (�g. 5). We suddenly see too 
much, come too close. �is may awaken the voyeurist in some while making others distinctly 

Fig. 5: »So I took some photos.« Chast changing media, disrupting visual coherency (CWT 108–109).  
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uncomfortable – and thus, in interesting ways, aligns the readership’s various and, likely, con-
�icting feelings with those of the daughter in the situation remembered and relayed here. 

If the preceeding mix of written words and drawn imagery risked being understood as 
hyperbolic, the ten-page long display of photographs from inside the �at (CWT 109–118) 
clears its author of such suspicions. �e pictures make plain the immensity of the task of 
clearing out, and, in this sense, they function quite prototypically for the photographic as 
evidence or proof (of the level of mess encountered, the severity of the �at’s dilapidation). 
Exhibiting old shaver models or the packaging of smelling salts (CWT 109, 118), they visual-
ize the decades gone by that have been preserved in this �at. �at does not, however, make 
them ›objective‹ images in any way. �ey are the work of a daughter taking stock, taking the 
inventory of her parents’ lives. Looking closely at the images Chast shares with us, one real-
izes that before releasing the shutter, she arranges most of the items to be photographed in 
a certain way or decides on a �eld of view in a room or cupboard, respectively.10 In other 
words, the artist curates her �nds for the viewer, picking and organizing them according to 
her own aesthetic vision and personal perspective. 

�ere is something uncompromising about this: it is an outright presentation of the 
objects and spaces of this most private of spheres, the long-time home, to an unknown audi-
ence. As such, Chast seems to veer toward the edge of taboo publishing these images within 
Can’t We Talk. Exhibiting their hoarding in this manner and commenting on it in captions, 
Chast stresses how old and dated, and just how useless, some of the things kept by her par-
ents were. By pointing out the irrationality of this behavior – ultimately demonstrating it to 
be pathological – she may actively be attempting to break with it for herself as well. I put it so 
cautiously because while Chast manages to part with the majority of her parents’ possessions, 
taking the photos, she at the same time creates new memory objects to keep. Approaching 
the situation (also) through her perspective as an artist and later de facto using the images in 
the memoir is a way of making this situation her own; simultaneously attempting to captivate 
as well as to hold at bay the atmosphere of the parents’ �at (and childhood home), a veritable 
time capsule, and concluding, once and for all, the chapter of her own life spent there.11 

Beyond personal memories, this central set of photographs and the accumulated objects 
that take center stage in them, raise the specter of a history of intersecting traumata – of 
cross-generational Jewish displacement,12 of having lived through the Great Depression 
(CWT 6) and the Second World War (CWT 120). Taking in Chast’s pictures showing col-
lections of glasses, shavers, pencils, handbags and more, one is likely to have associations 
to what are today iconic images of the piles of possessions taken from Holocaust victims 
– equally assorted by type of item, while of course not as neatly arranged. Neither these 
historical references nor Chast’s own pictures depict people; and still, or rather because of 
this, they are particularly emotive in their focus on the inanimate, and the everyday.13 �ey 
exhibit absence, invoke their owners’ (impending) death. Readers who make this connec-



      
42 CLOSURE 10.5 �2024�

Nina Schmidt – »So I took some photos.«  

tion momentarily leave behind the chronology of this graphic memoir – and �nd the lives 
and deaths of previous generations of Jews resonating in Chasts’ story. �e daughter’s grief 
as expressed in Can’t We Talk relates not least to the fact that her parents had »tough lives« 
(CWT 6). 

Elizabeth Chast ends up surviving her husband George by a year and a half. Committed to 
seeing her mother through to the very end, Roz Chast too begins to draw her as she watches 
her die. It is a sign of the daughter more consciously taking up the role of witness by then, 
and processing »what was happening« (CWT 209) as she transitions into life without her. As 
was the case for Nilsen at Cheryl’s bedside, drawing and thus beholding her mother provides 
one of the few ways le� to engage with her at this late stage. Sketching Elizabeth both in the 
weeks leading up to her death as well as on the day of her passing but a�er the fact, the artist 
feels the need to include a justi�cation in the memoir for doing the latter – signaling her 
awareness of the fact that this might upset some readers, which shows how divorced we are 
today from producing, keeping and showing any postmortem images, not only photographic 
ones. While alone with the cooling corpse, Chast therefore makes explicit she simply »didn’t 
know what else to do. I had been drawing her all summer, since the conversations had been 
reduced to almost nothing« (CWT 210). It struck her as the adequate response, and bridges 
the before and a�er of Elizabeth Chast’s death. In a sense, drawing the mother postmortem 
takes on some functions of holding a wake for her; providing the daughter with the opportu-
nity to pause and re�ect on this momentous death before »they took her away, and she was 
gone« (CWT 210). 

�e book’s �nal chapter (barring an epilogue) ends on a display of thirteen of the resulting 
images from the author’s sketchbook, drawn between July and September 2009. �eir simple, 
subdued style is striking, because it is so thoroughly di�erent to Roz Chast’s style as a car-
toonist. Being much more ›of the moment,‹ less polished and less busy, they signify another 
break with visual coherency – and the reality of Chast’s narrative hits readers anew. Again, 
it is the e�ect of the transition that Chast exploits here; it is how the author gets to us. �e 
weightiness the sketches carry has its origins in the fact that they stem from the immediate 
time of death and bidding the mother farewell, whereas most if not all other drawn imagery 
in Can’t We Talk can be assumed to have been created retrospectively, with more distance to 
the events (temporally as well as emotionally). 

Like Nilsen’s bedside drawings of Cheryl, these are documentary, observant images –com-
municating »a lasting sense of both attachment and separation« (Böhme 44). Most show a 
date, which indicates the artist’s intent to archive and revisit them, and �ve of the drawings 
are furnished with short captions. Some simply read »My mother,« while others draw atten-
tion to changes Roz Chast notices in Elizabeth Chast’s body as she sits with her, such as »She 
raised her eyebrows suddenly« or »intense frowning« (CWT 213). Capturing these subtle 
changes in expression in her drawings is a way for the daughter to meditate on the question 
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of how her mother is at this late stage of 
her life – whether she feels discomfort 
or pain or fear, for instance, and it shows 
just how much the daughter cares. One 
might even wonder if slowing down and 
consciously recording time by drawing 
her enables Chast to make the above-men-
tioned observations in the �rst place. 

�e sketches in themselves obscure the 
line between sleep and death – more so 
than contemporary photography does (or 
would want to).14 �e �nal drawing of the 
series reveals itself as a postmortem image 
only through its caption: »My mother died 
tonight / at 8:28« (�g. 6, CWT 222). �e 
choice of the graphic medium here and the 
sheer number of successive images created 
at Elizabeth Chast’s bedside over the span 
of several weeks present the process of 
active dying as a slow one, as having taken 
time, and thus renders it less alienating – 
though only maybe less threatening than death is commonly perceived (as her whole decline 
had taken, in fact, unbearably much time; CWT 200, 205). Noting down the exact time that 
her mother’s death was pronounced in the caption releases Roz Chast into the world as her 
parents’ only surviving child and marks the beginning of a new time in which she is liberated 
of care responsibilities as well as of the burden of their complex relationship – something to 
be worked through, later, in the process of creating Can’t We Talk, which resulted in a rich 
graphic elegy to both her parents, despite everything. 

Lichtung – the opacity of photographs and the loneliness of grieving suicide 

�e ›glistening‹ surface of family photographs is an aspect we reencounter in Antonia Kühn’s 
�ctional narrative of bereavement Lichtung [clearing] (2018). Another theme this �rst full-
length graphic novel by the German comics author shares with Can’t We Talk is the theme 
of speechlessness within the family. In Kühn’s work, it is the e�ect of grieving a sudden and 
traumatic loss, complicated by the di�erent perspectives of the surviving family members 
on the wife’s/mother’s death, its circumstances and the questions that linger, of responsibil-

Fig. 6: Recording the time of death. �e �nal of thir-
teen sketches drawing her late mother included by 
Chast in Can’t We Talk (CWT 222).
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ity and guilt and how to adjust to a future without her. While Nilsen’s and Chast’s autobio-
graphical texts are su�used with grief, large parts of their works discussed here look back on 
the lives of their loved ones as well as the process of dying; Kühn’s story, however, focuses 
squarely on the time of grief following on from bereavement. 

Lichtung centers on the 11-year-old Paul and the loneliness of his days a few years a�er his 
mother’s death, a probable suicide. �e graphic novel focuses on the boy’s e�orts to under-
stand the events as well as his family’s history prior to them. Taking the form of comics, 
however, it »crucially retains the insolvable gaps of family history,« as Hillary Chute (175) 
has observed with regards to Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (2006), another graphic narrative 
with a probable parental suicide at its center. Paul, his father Karl and his sister Laura each 
have their own memories of their wife/mother �ea but cannot �nd the strength or terms 
with which to share them. �e siblings’ relationship is particularly strained, as they express 
their grief in very di�erent ways. While Paul withdraws, Laura rebels. Readers encounter a 
family falling apart, atomized by the loss. One way in which the graphic novel gets this across 
is by having Paul’s father, Laura and Paul himself look for each other repeatedly, without 
being able to �nd one another (L 25–26, 59, 95, 109, 197–198, 203). �e father’s night shi�s 
are only partly to blame for this. As this indicates, Lichtung is a narrative relying strongly on 
visual metaphors and tropes, and they exude a deep sense of melancholy. 

Most of Lichtung is focalized through Paul’s eyes, although Laura’s and the father’s per-
spectives do enter the picture intermittently.15 Sparing with words but not with visual cre
ativity, objects play an important role in the graphic novel, and they are highly charged 
with memory, meaning and emotions. �ere is the cot/crib mobile (made up of geometrical 
shapes, including what may be a sun or moon, planets and birdmen with large, round heads), 
above all, which is introduced in the unpaginated prologue and reappears throughout the 
novel, becoming a sort of leitmotif (Schröer). �e mobile or rather, a single birdman �gure 
from it, reemerges in between sections of the narrative, in characters’ worlds of thought (esp. 
when absorbed in them; L 68–69, 97, 194), and twice the birdman becomes Paul’s re�ection 
in a bus window (L 81, 206).

�e non-paginated prologue informs us that seeing this mobile dangle from the bedroom’s 
ceiling may be Paul’s »allererste Erinnerung überhaupt« [�rst-ever memory of all] (L [4]). It 
was a gi� of his aunt Hedda’s at the occasion of Laura’s birth. When the family of four moved 
away from the seaside when Paul was four years old, leaving their home and Hedda for rea-
sons unexplained (that is, beyond Paul’s knowledge), the mobile could not be disentangled 
and put up in the new �at in the same way as before. Determined to �x it, his mother cut the 
threads and reassembled it anew – forgetting, as the text has it (or deliberately omitting, as 
adult readers might wonder) one of the birdman �gures in the process. �e missing �gure, 
»wohnt seitdem in unserem Wandschrank« [since living in the walk-in closet] (L [12]), rep-
resents incompleteness, loss and hurt (�g. 7). Although hidden from view, it remains always 
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present. It is not a �xed metaphor but an ambiguous, �uid one, over the course of the narra-
tive coming to stand in for the mother, her once beloved sister and Paul himself (e.g. when 
his head morphs into that of the birdman’s, L 64). 

In the introduction, I stressed the importance of narrating loss to a person’s identity, of 
working out the meaning of a death in conjunction with others for the bereaved’s well-being. 
In Lichtung, however, a sense of isolation, mystery and trauma dominates. �is heightens 
the signi�cance of a set of old photographs Paul �nds in his father’s bedroom one day when 
home alone – relics from happier days he did not know existed. �ese represent the »auto-
biographical nucleus« [autobiographische Keimzelle] (Platthaus) of this �ctional story: Kühn 
has shared in interviews how fascinated she herself was when she found a box of photos in 
her family’s possession that she, likewise, had never seen before, and that made her think 
hard about her family’s history (Förster). 

Paul �nding the box �lled with photo albums and bundles of correspondence atop his 
father’s bedroom wardrobe is, therefore, a crucial scene in the novel (L 60). Watching him 
looking at them for the �rst time (L 61–64), the emotional impact is clear straight away 
(compare, for example, his facial expression on page 61 as well as the way he looks at the 

Fig. 7: �e birdman �gure, cut from the mobile’s web of relationships (L [12–13]). 
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images close-up, and readers with him) – and becomes yet clearer when in the end, he does 
not put the pictures back where he found them but hides them like a treasure under his own 
bed (L 70–71). 

As he takes in the photographs (most of which are from a time before his birth), his atten-
tion fully absorbed by them, the scenes in the photos mix with images of his mind’s own cre-
ation (L 61–69). Such an imaginative approach is the only one available to Paul, of course, as 
he cannot possibly know what this time/space in which he did not yet exist was like. Readers 
see the three central �gures of father, mother and aunt dancing, moving in and out of frames. 
�is creates the impression of them playing catch with Paul. �e line between phantasy and 
reality becomes purposefully blurred in Kühn’s representation of this moment. Note, for 
instance, his mother’s foot reaching into a panel otherwise occupied by Paul in the present of 
the narrative at the bottom le� of 
page 62, which shows him jumping 
up and down his father’s bed – so 
on a completely di�erent plane of 
existence, at least theoretically (�g. 
8). Yet as we read from le� to right, 
at the same time it looks like he is 
following her. I read this �eeting 
blurring/merging of the di�er-
ent planes – of past and present, 
phantasy, memory and reality (also 
L 65) – as connected to the inten-
sity of Paul’s feelings of grief and 
longing for his dead mother. 

Andreas Platthaus associates 
their dancing – here and elsewhere 
in the comic – with representa-
tions of the Dance of Death or 
danse macabre from the late mid-
dle ages, while Marie Schröer, 
more positively, has to think of 
Henri Matisse’s painting La Danse 
(1910). Either way, the characters 
do not keep still. �is has a two-
fold e�ect: Readers understand 
that the character’s younger selves 

Fig. 8: Triggered by the precious �nd, past and present, phan-
tasy, memory and reality mix in Paul’s imagination (L 62).
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