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Valentine Gallardo: 2017
1 Hey, someone is throwing the balloons around. 2 Ha ha! 3 I need that number ”one”. / Get it then. 4 No, everyone wants to play with those balloons.
I don’t like competition. 5. Catch! 7 Haha, what are you doing? / It’s my Number One. 8 My ”only one”. / Very funny. / Kinda looks like a big golden penis.
9 The ”one” that I want. / Hmm. A The only ”one” for me! B That joke’s getting old. I’m just gonna leave it somewhere, maybe here with the jackets.
C ...literally everybody died in 2016! I’m glad it’s over, blah, blah... / Yes... D Look, a balloon. E Excuse me. F Later... G I have gone too far.

Leo Kuikka: The Unknown Soldier in Rukajärventie in the Winter War
1 According to the map there should be a pond over there. / Can we walk slower? / What’s the damn rush anyway? / Looky! A fallen tree! 2 If we get hungry
we’ll shoot an animal. / Yeah, we do have guns! 3 Why did everyone have to bring their guns? / My shoulder’s hurting, goddammit... 4 Look, another fallen
tree! 5 You call this a Winter War? There isn’t any snow... / And it was raining yesterday... 6 Is that a squirrel? 7 Let’s shoot it! It’s enough for everyone!
8 Where did it go? 9 It got away. It’s smarter than us. / Easy for him to hide since he knows his way around here...

1 There are mushrooms here! / O-kay! Nature takes care of its own kind. Let’s feast! 2 You are only allowed to pick the ones you know. 3 Tosh! One of them
old rules, that... You can eat everything! / Hear hear! Tosh! 4 Come get some! 5 It’s aplenty! 6 Hey come take a look at this! 7 There’s a dead human here.
8 That’s not a human. That’s an enemy. 9 I wonder what killed it. A Must have been the squirrel. / Ha ha! / Aren’t fly agarics poisonous? / No! / Tasty... /
Yes... B Its mother will be sad. C I’m homesick.

Katja Ronkanen: Meidän kesken

Skeletons, shadows,
monsters and mirrors
– Representing me,
myself and I
Leena Romu

“I have no idea what I look like. Something blurs between my eyes and brain.”
Rintanen: Mielisairaalan kesätyttö, 112 (detail).

A

young man sees his own reflection on the
surface of a pond and becomes mesmerized
by his beauty. Not realizing that what he sees
is a reflection, he continues to stare at it, and
finally loses his will to live. This story from
Greek mythology has given the name for narcissism, and the
figure of a young self-absorbed man has circulated ever since
in art, literature, visual culture, and even psychoanalytic texts.
However, the story is not merely about self-admiration but it
also tackles the relationship between the self and other. The
mirror and the reflection are key symbols in psychoanalytic
theories which suggest that the infant’s self-image is built in the
relationship between the self and the reflection. According to
these theories, the moment of self-discovery is crucial for the
psychological development. Nevertheless, the reflection appears
to be also someone else – and in relation to this Other the child
begins to form her self-image. In this life-long process of selfquestioning the individual continues to explore the continuity
and integrity of the self.

Questions of self and identity are characteristic of
contemporary comics that revolve around autobiographical
experiences of illness and disability or discuss the emotional
consequences of anxiety and depression. Recent comics
research has suggested that graphic narratives can introduce
new creative metaphors of depression and effect the ways in
which we think about bodies and their materiality. However,
much used symbols can be as effective since they are rooted in
easily recognizable visual imagery. This article discusses Finnish
contemporary comics that utilize common symbols in depicting
the characters’ inner struggles and conflicts between mind and
body, the self and other – although I will draw examples from
international works as well. I will concentrate on three kinds of
symbols: the fragmented body, the shadow or the monster, and
the mirror.
Controlling the body to the point of a breakdown

Viivi Rintanen’s debut album Mielisairaalan kesätyttö (2015, “A
summer help in a mental institution”) tells a story of a young

girl who gets a summer job as a cleaner in a mental institution.
Rintanen’s work is comparable to Darryl Cunningham’s wellknown comic book Psychiatric Tales (2013) insomuch that they
both build upon autobiographical experience of working at
a psychiatric ward. Both books discuss the stigmatization of
people dealing with mental issues and question the division
between sanity and insanity.
As in Cunningham’s book, Rintanen’s story uses an intimate
tone as the semi-autobiographical protagonist realizes that her
own mental life starts to show alarming characteristics. Her
struggle to achieve perfection leads to compulsive behavior
and eating disorders. Mottoes, such as “Pain is just weakness
leaving the body”, start to govern her life filled with constant
weight-watching, controlling eating, and obsessive exercise.
The protagonist’s situation seems familiar in light of our
contemporary self-improvement culture where personal
development is seen as the central aspect in life. In the culture
of self-development, the body becomes an endless project
which demands strict control over eating and other bodily
functions. The body is seen as a canvas that reflects the self, and
if the canvas is messy, it affects how you are judged by others
and yourself.
The comics format allows Rintanen to convey the
protagonist’s distorted self-image with a striking visual element
that combines the psychological and physical aspects of her
illness. During the moments of uncontrolled eating or regular
weighing, the exterior of the protagonist’s body becomes
translucent, revealing the skeleton beneath the layers of skin
and muscles. The body becomes a visual means to project the
experiences, emotions, and self-image of the protagonist. The
image is effective in how it utilizes the centuries-old symbol of
death, the skeleton.
However, the conventional symbolic meanings form only
one part of significance of the skeleton in Rintanen’s book.
On the one hand, the skeleton reminds us of the gravity of the
protagonist’s condition by showing how her self-destructive
behavior can lead to death. On the other hand, by visualizing
eating disorder symbolically as a part of the protagonist’s
body the story suggests that compulsory behavior and eating
disorders are a part of the protagonist, and maybe even
the foundation of her subjectivity – this being one of the
problematic questions that the protagonist asks herself. How to
get rid of something that is part of you?
In her blog project about mental disorders (http://
hulluussarjakuvia.sarjakuvablogit.com/), Rintanen coined the
term ‘hulluuranko’ which fuses the words ‘hullu’ (crazy) and
‘luuranko’ (skeleton) to express the relationship between one’s
personality and mental disorder. The new way of using the old
symbol of skeleton also refers to Rintanen’s aim to get rid of the
stigmatization of mentally ill people; mental disorders should
not be treated as taboo, like a hidden skeleton in the cupboard,
but rather discussed openly in the public.
In addition to the symbolic meanings, the skeleton is
reminiscent of the material basis of human life. This kind of
material perspective is seen in many of the recent graphic

narratives that revolve around subjects of illness, disability,
and mental health. This genre has received a lot of attention
among comics scholars who are interested in how comics and
healthcare could interact and what could comics teach as about
personal experiences of illness (see the network of Graphic
Medicine, http://www.graphicmedicine.org/). Books such as
Marisa Acocella Marchetto’s Cancer Vixen (2006) or David
Small’s Stitches (2009) convey the experience of suffering from
cancer by utilizing visual metaphors that not only depict the
emotions and thoughts of the characters but also compel the
reader to see the materiality of bodies with their intestines,
blood circulation, and tumors. By treating the body as a canvas
onto which emotional, psychological and psychical aspects
can be projected, the narratives remind the readers of the
inseparability of body and mind.
The sudden transparency of the body is just one of the
numerous examples of how the human body can be treated as a
platform for conveying mental or physical illnesses. Breaching
the intact or complete body is always a striking visual image. In
comics, the body is a recurring visual element and, as such, it
provides a constant resource for artists to experiment with new
ways of representing inner struggles of the self.
The shadow as the Other

Eating disorders connect Rintanen’s work to a subgenre of
graphic narratives depicting struggles with cultural idealizations
of thinness. An example of such works includes Katie Green’s
impressive Lighter Than My Shadow (2013) which utilizes
several visual metaphors in order to convey the experience
of a distorted body image. The main symbol in Green’s book
is, however, the shadow which is given numerous meanings –
depending on the reader. The lightness of the shadow can refer
to the protagonist’s willingness to starve her body in order to
leave the world of material things and reach the world of ideas
– or shadows. On the other hand, the protagonist is sexually
molested in the story in which case her shadow, or experience,
can feel like a heavy weight that cannot be shaken off the
shoulders.
The shadow is an old symbol for representing the inner
dualism of humans. For example, Danish poet and author
Hans Christian Andersen used the figure in his fairy tale
“Skyggen” (1847) to represent the darker side of humanity. In
the fairy tale, the shadow of the protagonist is given a human
shape, he tires of his master’s idealism, and flips their roles
to take over the life of his former master. The man accused
of idealism is betrayed by his very own shadow and ends up
executed, whereas the shadow lives happily ever after. In
cultural interpretation models such as Jungian symbol theory,
the shadow is interpreted as representing the unconscious side
of humans – something hidden, unknown, rejected, or feared.
As a visual element the shadow is easily transferable to
comics storytelling, and since it has recurred in storytelling
traditions it carries many symbolic meanings. In humorous
tradition, the shadow is presented as a playful and jesting
character whose movements are not tied to the master (e.g. in

- How can you eat so much salty liquorice? -How else do you think I keep myself this black?
Muhonen: Ystäväni varjo – The Shadow of my Friend, np (detail).

the style of Peter Pan’s shadow). This kind of friendly shadow
appears in Anne Muhonen’s Ystäväni varjo – The Shadow of my
Friend (2009) in which the shadow is the sole company for a
young woman suffering from loneliness. Attempting to cheer
her up, the shadow serves tea and tells jokes but also listens to
the protagonist’s musings about the reasons for her unwanted
solitude. Muhonen’s drawing style with soft lines and round
characters treats the serious subject with a certain lightness and
humor – not even the shadow can be completely black unless
it keeps eating salty liquorice to keep its color. And contrary to
Andersen’s grim fairy tale, this shadow never turns against its
master.
The monster in me

The year 2009 saw also another graphic narrative that
utilized the figure of shadow to depict psychological
conflicts symbolically. In Mari Ahokoivu’s Löydä minut tästä
kaupungista (2009, “Find me from this city”) a young girl has
lost her face and is haunted by a shadowy creature who lurks on
the rooftops of the town. In a parallel story, the girl’s alter ego
of a sort roams the city streets in the form of a cat attempting
to find the shadow – which she has fallen in love with. The
story plays with several symbolic levels which complicates the
interpretation of the symbols. In contrast to Muhonen’s book,
Ahokoivu’s shadow creature is not a friendly one but attempts
to consume the protagonist. The shadow can be interpreted as
representing loneliness – as in Muhonen’s work – but it can also
represent other kinds of fears and anxieties. Nevertheless, the
creature seems to originate from the protagonist’s mind.
The shadow provides a visual and conceptual way of
comprehending the human mind. In Ahokoivu’s story,
the shadow is an independent monster-like figure, and
different kinds of monsters have a long history as a means of
visualizing people’s fears, anxieties, and addictions. Hanna

Koljonen’s album Sokerihullu (2012, “Sugar crazy”) tells an
autobiographical story of sugar addiction. Sweets, pancakes, ice
cream, and basically everything sweet start to govern the life of
the protagonist to a point where her body breaks down. In the
form of a malicious monster, the addiction tries to convince her
to continue with the unhealthy habit. Although the addiction
resides within the protagonist herself, it is visualized as an
Other to convey the inner dialogue between the protagonist’s
irrational craving and her rational mind.
Illness visualized as a monster is famously exemplified
by David B’s L’Ascension du Haut-Mal (1996–2004) which
represents the brother’s epilepsy in numerous symbolic ways,
the illness being, for example, an unconquerable mountain
or a dragon-like monster. B’s work is a masterpiece regarding
utilizing visual metaphors in representing the protagonist’s
reflection about the effects of the family on his brother’s, his
family’s, and his own life. The bodies on the pages twist, break
into pieces, and morph into monsters.
The self through the looking glass

As I mentioned in the beginning, fairy tales, cultural history,
mythologies, and popular culture are filled with images and
stories of people looking at themselves in the mirror. Mirrors
have been interpreted as symbols for vanity but also as an
aid for self-contemplation. Rintanen’s book ends with the
protagonist staring in the mirror, with the skeleton staring
back at her. However, the protagonist is unable to see herself
and says that “something blurs between my eyes and brain”. The
last panel reveals the protagonist’s wish to be “something more
than a reflection”. The connection to her inner self is blocked by
a reflection that she does not identify with. While the mirror
functions as a tool for self-identification, it also functions as a
tool for self-doubt: is that really me in the mirror? Is this how
people see me?

So I decided to give the addiction a full freedom to revel. I just sat by and watched.
Koljonen: Sokerihullu, 50 (detail).

The mirror is used as a tool for self-identification in KukkaMaria Kiuru’s Noin satatuhatta solmua - Tarina kaljuna
tyttönä ja naisena elämisestä (2016, “A hundred thousand
knots – A story about living as a bald girl and woman”, http://
noinsatatuhattasolmua.fi/), an autobiographical story about
alopecia – an illness that results in hair loss. The mirror appears
in the beginning of the chapters to mark a certain phase of the
protagonist’s illness from the early childhood to adulthood. Her
condition develops from alopecia areata – partial baldness –
first to alopecia totalis – a complete loss of skull and facial hair
– finally to alopecia universalis – the loss of all body hair.
The mirror reveals a contradiction between the reality and
how the protagonist sees – or would like to see – herself. Only
in the final image the reflection and the reality resemble each
other and the protagonist has accepted her appearance as a bald
woman. The reflection surprises the protagonist by drawing
a peace sign on the surface of the mirror, signifying that the
self has come to terms with the hairless appearance. With the
widely used symbol or the mirror Kiuru is able to discuss the
effects of the illness on the protagonist’s self-image. The young
protagonist hears dismissive comments, such as “it’s only hair”,
although for her the loss of hair means that she is treated
differently. What is vanity for others is a matter of equality and
identity for her.
Kiuru’s book was published online in order to reach as wide
an audience as possible for the story. The internet is a treasury
for comics that utilize visual metaphors and symbols for
illustrating experiences that are hard to verbalize. In a popular
comic blog Kuningatar Alkoholi (“Queen Alcohol”, http://
kuningataralkoholi.sarjakuvablogit.com/), the artist draws her
memories of growing up in a family governed by the mother’s
alcoholism. The visual metaphors of fragmented or otherwise
broken body, shadows or dark monsters, and mirrors as means
of self-contemplation are all in use in the blog.

The blog uses simple drawing style and conceptual imagery
that effectively convey the experiences of living in the shadow
of alcoholism and witnessing its effects on the individual
and the family members. The mother’s alcoholism is a family
secret hidden from other people which means that the family
– protagonist included – does not get any help with the illness
and its devastating effects. In a story called “ken on maassa
kaunehin” (“who’s the fairest of them all”), the protagonist
explains that living with the illness has made her unable to see
herself complete but as a sum of different pieces that never seem
to fit together. When she sees herself in the mirror, she tells the
reader that she sees only one piece at a time – and we see the
protagonist’s visually represented body literally missing pieces
(http://kuningataralkoholi.sarjakuvablogit.com/2015/07/05/kenon-maassa-kaunehin/).
Reflections

The mirror and shadow symbols are widely used in art and
popular culture which makes them easily recognizable.
Nevertheless, this does not mean that their meanings would
always be unequivocally determined. In the comics I have
analyzed, the fractured bodies, shadows, monsters, and mirrors
are used to convey self-questioning in the form of a dialogue
between the self and the Other. My intention was not to
identify all possible visual means that can be used to represent
inner struggles or health problems and their effects. Instead,
I wanted to concentrate on a couple of familiar symbols that
are widely recognized, and to consider their occurrences in a
few contemporary graphic narratives. I am certain that there
are plenty of more examples, and this article has been only a
preliminary opening for further research.
The translations of the examples are mine except for
Muhonen’s book which is translated by Laura Lounasheimo.

Zane Zlemeša: Raincoat
1 7 days 2 7 panties

1 7 socks 2 without holes

1 Raincoat?

2 Raincoat?

1 Raincoat. Sweater. 2 sweaters. Trousers. 2 trousers. 3 t-shirts.
2 More t-shirts. 4 5 t-shirts. 3 shirts for the evening. 3 sweaters. One warm jacket.

2 Ready.

Heikki Rönkkö: No Stars My

Reijo Kärkkäinen: When the Time Comes, the Storage Workers Will Sort Everyone

Is this is where the estate is? / We need more boxes.

There’s still room for explanations in the backyard. / Useless heavy load, I throw it away. /
It’s drafty here. / The world is getting narrow. Slices of dusk are stacked in piles.

I cross the road. The gravel is making a crackling sound. The ice rafts are drifting ashore. Murmur is heard from the opposite shore.
A portal opens, the storage is filled with serious illnesses... / ...And we recognise canned meanings and preserved calculations.

Karstein Volle: THE AGING UGLY COMIX ARTIST GUY!
1 It´s… THE AGING UGLY COMIX ARTIST GUY! A relic of the past! But still with us! He smells! But he won´t go away! 2 “Man”, my “pad” is a “mess” again!
/ “Bummer”! 3 Agh, why can´t I get my “shit” together? / Just LOOK at this! 4 Fuck it! My “new life” starts TODAY! / No more of this “bachelor pad “shit! /
Ordnung! 5 Ok. T-shirts. / (this Butthole Surfers one is fucking awesome. How come I don´t wear it all the time?) 6 Hours pass. / Hey. “Vegan Straight Edge
Crust Bicycle Queer Militia for Christ! / I remember that guy!

1 There. Now everything will be in order forever and I never have to do this shit again. 2 Now to get all this into the closet. UMF! 3 Ka-BLAM! / ZAP!
5 Wuh-where am I? / Welcome. 6 The sheer amount of black T-shirts ruptured the space time continuum and opened a dimensional gate. / Happened to
all of us.

1 So you were transported here. The realm of the middle aged rocker. / Wow, what do you do here? 2 We spend a lot of time cursing the widespread
acceptance of bands like Joy Division and Black Flag. People outside of our little clique suddenly know about cool stuff. That´s just wrong, you know.
3 We also try to go to shows if we get a babysitter. If the bands don´t go on too late. Like after eleven. 4 But mostly we drink beer and brag about how
radical we used to be. 5 Congratulations. You have crossed the Black T-shirt event horizon. 6 If you have more black T-shirts than you have life, you have
become one fo us.

1 I don´t feel much different. / You´ve become old and weird, like the rest of us. 2 You´ll go to a one day festival in the summer. Check out five hyped bands
and pretend to dig it. / Uh yeah, these guys ROCK! / (doesn´t want to seem uncool) / (is deeply uncool) 3 Slam dance to one tune at a Mudhoney show,
together with all the other dads. 4 Then get tired, get a beer, stand next to the mixing desk for the rest of the show. / MAN, LOOK AT THAT PIT! / (15 tired guys
desperately trying to prove they “still got it”) 5 …will I ever get home? / What, to the early 90´s? 6 Nah, but the fun bit is you look like shit and your life is
pretty great. Used to be the other way around. Have a beer. Chill.

Jelle Kindt: Kasvojenvaihto / Replace the Face

Max Baitinger: 1946
1 Today in this theatre: »Emil and the detectives«

1 Aren’t you cold? 2 It’s part of the play. 3 Not of this one! 4 We want to see it. The play. 5 Yes. 6 TWO PIECES OF COAL!
7 Uhm. No, we’d like to come inside and… 8 I know! 9 It costs one piece of coal each.

1 His name is Emil as well. Can he watch it for free then? 2 Is that really your name? 3 Yes.
4 Fine. So it’s only one piece for you. 5 I got cigarettes! 6 Lots of cigarettes! 7 Come on, you are kids! 8 Yes.
9 We know how to use a flak… B Do you know how to use a flak? C Answer my question! D We’re leaving.

1 There used to be money. I preferred money. 2 Silent! Come on. 3 This is where the theater director lives.
4 We’ll just ask him. 5 He’ll give us tickets. 6 Halt! Police! 7 The door was open. I’m serious!

1 Get out! Right now, I say. 2 There’s a body! 3 There’s some coal. 4 Murder!
5 Suicide. 6 Murder! 7 That’s enough coal for the whole season.
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Katri Sipiläinen: My mission is to help you help yourself
1 Are you reading that? / Yeah. 2 Damn, I left my glasses at home. What’s it about?
3 Something about how being aware of your ego will make your life better.
4 Right. Deep. 5 Apparently it frees from the chains of the form. / Okay. 6 Let’s go.

