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ABSTRACT Comics have always responded to pandemics/catastrophes, docu-
menting the way we deal with such crises. Recently, graphic medicine, an interdis-
ciplinary field of comics and medicine, has been curating comics, editorial cartoons, 
autobiographical cartoons, and social media posts under the heading “COVID-19 
Comics” on their websites. These collected comics express what we propose to call 
covidity, a neologism that captures both individual and collective philosophical, materi-
al, and wide-ranging emotional responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. Treating such 
comics as the source material and drawing insights from theorists Ian Williams, Alan 
Bleakley, Susan Sontag, and others, this article examines graphic medicine’s represen-
tation of the COVID-19 pandemic. The conceptual metaphors of war, anthropomor-
phism, and superheroism are used to represent and illustrate the lived experience of the 
pandemic, and the article investigates metaphor types, their utility, and motivational 
triggers for such representations. In doing so, the essay situates graphic medicine as a 
productive site that presents the pandemic’s multifarious impact.
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Panic has a logic of its own.
 —Slavoj Žižek (2020)

Mapping the Pandemic Moment

COVID-19 Is an InfectIOus DIsease caused by the novel coronavirus SARS-
CoV-2, which was first reported in Wuhan, China, in December 2019. 

Coronaviruses are single-stranded RNA viruses that are contagious and often 
cause respiratory symptoms ranging from the common cold to more severe dis-
eases like Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) and Severe Acute Respi-
ratory Syndrome (SARS) (see Cascella et al. 2020). COVID-19 has been declared 
by the World Health Organization (WHO) as a pandemic characterized by 
“alarming levels of spread and severity” and by “the alarming levels of inaction” 
(Boseley 2020). In lieu of preventive medical intervention (vaccination) during 
the early course of the pandemic, medical experts have recommended quaran-
tine, isolation, masking, and social distancing to limit the spread of the disease. 
This has led to personal, sociocultural, economic, and political disruption, and to 
the consequent reconfiguration of human interactions on every level, from local 
community to global.

Public intellectuals, including literary and cultural studies scholars and phi-
losophers across the world, have intellectualized pandemics in terms of hope, 
radical self-reflection, apocalypse, and posthumanism. For example, in his article, 
“Necropolitics” (2003), Achille Mbembe theorizes necropolitics as the exercise of 
sovereignty in cases where “the generalized instrumentalization of human existence and 
the material destruction of human bodies and populations” (14, original emphasis). In 
the context of COVID-19 and in relation to neoliberalism, necropolitics trans-
lates to how certain (mostly aged, disabled, and racialized) bodies are treated as 
disposable. Here, biopolitical governmentality and the logic of global capitalism 
(especially in the capitalist global North) work together to destroy bodies and 
administer death.

Arundhati Roy (2020) characterizes the COVID-19 pandemic as “a portal” 
and as “a gateway between one world and the next.” Slavoj Žižek (2020) sees 
the pandemic as a return to a version of communism, but within a neoliberal and 
bureaucratized system. Phenomenologically, the global grip of coronavirus has 
accentuated an experience of Freudian uncanny (das Unheimliche), where the rou-
tinized familiarity of our everyday lives turns into unhomeliness and uncertainty, 
not only at an individual level, but also at community, national, and global levels. 
Put together, the idea and experience of the COVID-19 pandemic is fraught 
and intensely paradoxical, at once paving the way to a new (hopeful) normal or 
pushing humanity to vulnerability and helplessness on an unprecedented scale. 
Pandemics “compel attention” not only because of their devastation, but also 
because “the circulation of microbes materializes the transmission of ideas” (Wald 
2008, 2). Cynthia J. Davis (2002) uses a similar trope when she observes that nar-
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ratives, like bodies, “can be infected by a series of ‘retroviruses’” which, “when 
set in motion by a complex of factors, risk endangering whatever or whomever 
they touch” (829).

While official notifications in the form of orders, advisories, and guidelines 
circulate among the public with an air of authority, sociocultural visuals, in the 
form of memes, cartoons, animations, gifs, comics, posters, webcomics, and ed-
itorial cartoons, proliferate in both traditional and nontraditional platforms at 
unprecedented scale to authenticate, personalize, and express our fears, anxieties, 
and hopes. Focusing on (self-)published comics—including hand-drawn posters, 
cartoons, sequential and single-paneled drawn images disseminated through tra-
ditional (print) and digital platforms (social media)—as the source material, this 
essay investigates the nature, function, and choice of conceptual metaphors in 
these representations. For the purpose of this article, we consider comics to mean 
both the medium as well as the cultural products. Drawing insights from theorists 
like Ian Williams, Alan Bleakley, and Susan Sontag, among others, we explore 
graphic medicine and its affordances, including the visual metaphors used to rep-
resent the SARS-CoV-2 virus and the COVID-19 pandemic. We argue that 
conceptual metaphors of war, anthropomorphism, and superheroism are used to 
represent and illustrate the lived experience of the pandemic. Among other ques-
tions, this article also investigates types of metaphors, their utility, and motiva-
tional triggers for such representations. In so doing, we situate graphic medicine 
as a productive site that captures and presents the pandemic experience and the 
pandemic’s multifarious impact on individuals, communities, sick patients and 
their caregivers, and the health-care professionals serving on the “front lines.”

Pandemics, Comics, and Cultural Functions

Comics have always responded to and invested in representing pandemics/ca-
tastrophes and their consequences in bold and provocative ways. They have been 
at the forefront in educating, edifying, and documenting the way we deal with 
pandemic crises. Historically speaking, comics have served a crucial function, in 
that they not only illustrate and construct specific views of the social world but 
also “reflect deep social and cultural structures” and even reveal “the hidden or 
implicit ideologies rooted within” them (Aslan 2020). For instance, although 
there are only limited examples of comic responses to the deadly global influenza 
pandemic of 1918, comic strips such as Mutt and Jeff by Budd Fisher and Edwina 
Dumm’s Cap Stubbs “educated,” “ameliorated fears,” and offered “comfort” to 
the public in their own terms (Gardner 2020).

No different was the use of comics published during the HIV/AIDS pandemic 
in the 1980s and ’90s. For instance, Doonesbury by Garry Trudeau, Risky Business, 
Safer Sex Comix, Strip AIDS USA, The Adventures of Bleachman, and AIDS News 
represent a wide range of comics produced during this period that addressed 
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political, social, and medical aspects of the HIV/AIDS crisis. In a different way, 
Charles Burn’s Black Hole, which depicts grotesque mutations in teenagers, func-
tions as a metonym for the AIDS virus.

Comics’ engagement with recent pandemics such as H1N1 and Ebola is sig-
nificant, in that they spread awareness regarding the disease. For instance, as Elis-
abeth El Refaie, the designer of an initiative by Cardiff University that involved 
artistic youth from Ghana in creating comic strips on Ebola, observes, “visual 
language is a formidable tool to convey messages quickly” (BBC 2014). Similarly, 
Gary Varvel’s editorial cartoons on H1N1 and comics such as Sarszilla by Dan 
Collins on SARS also explore a range of social issues associated with pandemics. 
That is, comics—through humor, subversion, irony, and mimicry—expose the 
ideologies and cultural systems that constitute the very social fabric that we in-
habit. Put differently, comics during the time of pandemics capture the intricate 
stories, agonies of existence, and new terms of social, cultural, and political en-
gagement the way any responsible art would do.

Graphic Medicine

“Graphic medicine” is a field of the health humanities that, in part, concentrates 
on capturing the illness experience in the comics medium. Established defini-
tively as a field in 2007, with the launching of a website called Graphic Medicine 
(graphicmedicine.org), graphic medicine refers to the comics’ distinct engage-
ment with and performance of illness.1 More broadly, graphic medicine refers 
to “the intersection of the medium of comics and the discourse of health care” 
(Czerwiec et al. 2015, 1). Although these narratives are predominately autobi-
ographical, they also address, to paraphrase Venkatesan and Saji (2016), various 
sociocultural issues, such as medical negligence, the vexed doctor-patient rela-
tionship, the industrialization of health care, patient identity, the role of insurance 
providers, the challenges of caretaking, and the demands of being a doctor in a 
commercialized health-care sector.

The comics analyzed in this study are primarily drawn from the Graphic Medi-
cine website, which has been curating comics, editorial cartoons, autobiographical 
cartoons, and social media posts under the heading “COVID-19 Comics.” The 
coeditors of “COVID-19 Comics,” M. K. Czerwiec and Alice Jaggers, prioritize 
a wide-range of disciplines and voices and perspectives from multiple geographi-
cal locations that are affected by the novel coronavirus. The multiple perspectives 
and issues shared through COVID-19 comics by different stakeholders reflect 
the precarious condition and vulnerability of the global community itself. This 
vulnerability is reflected in comics ability to “delineate the social, bodily, and 

1. Supported by the Penn State College of Medicine and maintained by academicians, information 
specialists, health care professionals, authors and artists, graphicmedicine.org is the official website of 
the international graphic medicine community.
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geographic boundaries that have been impacted by the virus, the reconfiguring 
of social interactions, and emotional responses to such things as physical distanc-
ing, isolation, and the risk of becoming infected” (Callender et al. 2020, 1061). 
At the level of form, most of these comics follow a minimalist style, with single 
panels or limited sequences that present a particular experience engendered by 
COVID-19. In her theoretical study on the SARS outbreak in 2003 and the HIV 
pandemic in the mid-1980s, Priscilla Wald (2008) uses the term “the outbreak 
narrative” to refer to the “epidemiological stories” that “promote or mitigate the 
stigmatizing of individuals, groups, populations, locales (regional and global), be-
haviours, and lifestyles” (2, 3). Several COVID-19 comics narratives that are col-
lected on the Graphic Medicine website fall into visual “epidemiological stories,” 
while others more broadly illustrate other aspects of the “outbreak narrative,” 
including xenophobia and medicine’s response.

COVID-19 Comics and Covidity

The collected comics on the Graphic Medicine website are broadly categorized by 
Jaggers and Czerwiec into educational, ethics, comics by care providers, comics 
by patients, humorous/coping, historical/pandemic-related, and non-comic re-
sources. Although they are grouped into several thematic clusters, it is instruc-
tive to note that there are several cross-cutting and overlapping themes among 
them. Before analyzing the function and nature of metaphors in these comics, we 
provide a broad overview of the comics that reveals their wide-ranging role in 
depicting the pandemic.

Health-care professionals cum comics artists resort to the comics medium to 
educate readers about the virus, its mode of transmission, and the necessary pre-
cautions and safety measures (such as hand washing, sanitizing, and masking) to 
combat the spread of COVID-19. Although some of these comics utilize cari-
cature and exaggeration, most of them, befitting an educational health comic, 
follow a simple art style and conventional grid format to share facts with their 
intended audience. For instance, mixing comics conventions and animation tech-
niques, and informed by the science of COVID-19, Toby Morris’s “The Side 
Eye: Viruses vs. Everyone” (created in collaboration with Dr. Siouxsie Wiles) 
aims to promote health among a diverse audience by offering three simple but 
significant guidelines about COVID-19. Akin to graphic medical narratives, such 
as Rock Steady by Ellen Forney and Something Different About Dad by Kirsti Evans 
and Jon Swogger, COVID-19 comics by Malaka Gharib, Talicia Tarver Deidra 
Woodson, and Nick Fechter communicate scientific facts about COVID-19 
with creative flair. The comics of Weiman Kow (2020), an illustrator from Sin-
gapore, are yet another example of the effective use of comics as an easy guide for 
children and adults to fight misinformation about COVID-19. In short, through 
“harnessing the power of visuals, text, and storytelling in a memorable and en-
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gaging format” (Kearns and Kearns 2020, 9), comics function as a vehicle to 
educate and inform the public about the virus and healthful behaviors.

The second cluster of comics on the Graphic Medicine website addresses several 
ethical issues related to COVID-19, such as the naturalization and depoliticiza-
tion of deaths, disability access, racial and economic health disparities, health-care 
and “essential” workers’ rights and obligations, the vulnerabilities of low-wage 
immigrants, and the allocation of scarce resources. In an Instagram comic, for 
instance, Rachael House (2020) arraigns the lack of ethics in disseminating scien-
tifically misleading information that the virus is “only” dangerous for the elderly 
and sick (Figure 1). In fact, in her reply to the comments received for her posts, 
House clarifies how such articles are oblivious to the negative emotional impact 
that they have on a particular group (here, the elderly and sick) in society.

In an article in Biopolitical Philosophy, Shelley Tremain (2020) unpacks the 
politics that House’s comic critiques: “Seniors and elders in nursing homes and 
elsewhere aren’t inherently vulnerable; nor are disabled people in institutions in-
herently vulnerable. Both of these groups (among others) are rendered vulnerable” 
(emphasis in original). Vulnerability, Treiman argues, “is a naturalized apparatus 
of power that differentially produces subjects, materially, socially, politically, and 
relationally.” By drawing the microscopic image of the novel coronavirus at the 
center of the comic and allowing it to spread into all four panels, House also re-
flects on the stigma and fear caused by misinformation.

Health-care professionals also represent their perspectives and concerns about 
COVID-19 in comics on the Graphic Medicine site. While several nurses and 
physicians illustrate various ways of dealing with the situation, health-care pro-
fessionals like Shirlene Obuobi share the vulnerabilities and anxieties that they 
suffer during the pandemic. In her comics posted on Instagram, Obuobi, an 
internal medicine resident in Chicago, exposes the health-care workers’ fear of 
being infected and the attendant vexations of being forced to tackle an unexpect-
ed situation that is ironically suppressed in daily conversations at the workplace. 
She illustrates a wide-eyed and terrified health-care worker who confesses that 
she is “genuinely scared” about getting infected and spreading the virus to her 
family members (Callender et al. 2020). Other health-care workers, like the Ins-
tagram user named “incendavery,” express anxiety over the necessity of carrying 
documents to justify leaving their homes for work. From the health humanities 
perspective, instead of finding refuge in depression and a destructive machismo, 
these creators express their feelings and emotional vulnerabilities. Ian Williams, 
a general practitioner in England and one of the founders of Graphic Medicine, 
regularly updates his Instagram with comics that represent his life as a father and 
a physician during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although Williams is portrayed 
as attending a call from a patient suffering from mental instability, the recurring 
motif of a cup with the words “Keep calm and drink tea” silently evokes the phy-
sician’s own need to be calm and relaxed. While the physician carefully inquires 
about the patient’s well-being, he is required to sound reassuring.
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Other comics and non-comic resources on the Graphic Medicine website fore-
ground a range of issues concerning the pandemic. For example, the “Histor-
ical/Pandemic-Related” cluster registers the lessons learnt from past virulent 
disease outbreaks, particularly the influenza pandemic of 1918 through a com-
parison-and-contrast approach (for instance, see “Once in a Century Pandemic” 
by Joyce Rice, Eleri Harris, and Sarah Milk). The “Humorous/Coping” cluster 
educates readers about various coping strategies (see comics by Malaka Gharib 
and B. Erin Cole, among others).

Taken together, all these comics express what we propose to call covidity. Co-
vidity is a neologism that captures philosophical, material, and emotional respons-
es to the COVID-19 pandemic. Covidity embraces wide-ranging individual and 
collective responses/reactions, including an intense experience of paradoxes, 
physical and mental toll, existential angst, fear and anxiety about the return of 
such pandemics, the need to reinvent oneself in the context of constant disrup-
tion, and the trauma of everyday life. The assumption is that in an unprecedented 
crisis, an individual develops an idiosyncratic philosophical attitude towards one-
self and to others, often engendering a distinctive subjectivity, albeit temporarily.

Figure 1

Cartoon by Rachael House.



Comics in the Time of a Pan(dem)ic

143winter 2021 • volume 64, number 1

Ways of Showing

Examining the iconography of illness in the medium of comics, Williams classifies 
illness representations into “the manifest,” “the concealed,” and “the invisible.” 
While “the manifest” implies the depiction of illness “as ‘realistically’ as possible” 
(Czerwiec et al. 2015, 121) then the representation of psychosomatic disorders 
where illness conditions are vaguely apparent is called the “the concealed.” In 
the third category of illness depiction called “the invisible,” the artist resorts to 
the “iconographic flexibility of the form” (119) for the veracious articulation of 
the visceral and analytic dimensions of psychological suffering. Exploiting the 
flexibility of the comics medium, artists create idiosyncratic icons and experiment 
with visual tropes, creating new visual patterns and a catalog of images to depict 
their experience. Particularly, in the “concealed” category of illness depiction, 
the comic artist uses “various devices, including metaphor, exaggeration, simile, 
emanata, and the manipulation of physical time and space” (125) to convey his 
self-perception based on the nature of illness. Likewise, in representations of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, visual metaphors are used to illustrate the psychological 
dimensions and sociocultural aspects of the pandemic condition.

Rhetorical devices and literary conventions, specifically metaphors, abound 
in narratives of illness, particularly in the personal accounts of illness experience 
in the medium of comics.2 Though metaphors merely “symptomize,” Bleak-
ley (2017) reminds us that they also acknowledge and transform “the ordinary 
into the extraordinary through transposition, gaining deeper meanings or more 
effective traction” (208). Most of the artists resort to metaphors to convey the 
severity of the virus and the physical and emotional strength that it demands to 
mitigate its impact. Most representations of COVID-19 utilize metaphors not 
only to educate but also to reflect on the sociocultural and psychological aspects 
of the new normal. Metaphor, as Lakoff and Johnson (2003) propose, is a result 
of the mapping of two distinct conceptual domains: the source domain and the 
target domain. The user’s experience in both these domains determines the us-
er’s ability to structure and constitute one abstract concept in terms of another. 
In other words, “metaphor is not just a matter of language”; on the contrary, 
“human thought processes are largely metaphorical” (6, original emphasis). Unlike 
the traditional understanding of metaphors as fixed categorical mappings, Lakoff 
and Johnson argue that the conceptual categories of a metaphor can “vary from 
culture to culture” (117). Thus shaped by cultural contexts, metaphors are often 
used in representations of illness because they encapsulate experiences that tran-
scend literal expression and generate a way to “understand abstract, non-physical 
domains such as mental states, emotions and social relations” (El Refaie 2017, 

2. Elisabeth El Refaie (2017, 2019) classifies visual metaphors into pictorial, stylistic, and spatial, all of 
which are often used in graphic memoirs and narratives on illness experiences.
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153). Hence, in the medium of comics, El Refaie (2019) argues that “any aspect 
of visual representation should be regarded as a potential visual metaphor if it in-
vites us to consider one kind of thing, concept, or experience in terms of another, 
regardless of whether this underlying thought process represents a conventional 
conceptual metaphor or an entirely novel mapping” (14, original emphasis).

Elsewhere characterizing metaphors as “epiphanic,” McEntyre (2011) argues 
how metaphor “suddenly reframes, often in surprising ways, and in doing so 
opens fresh avenues of reflection on the situation at hand,” thereby allowing 
both the sufferer and caregivers “to manage conditions that can seem inchoate 
and confusing” (278). Such figurative forms offer a unique language and terms 
of representation in which the totality of illness experience can be captured and 
shared with others. After all, as Penson and colleagues (2004) remind us: “Meta-
phors do not convey facts, but add clarity and depth of meaning” (713). In short, 
as Bleakley (2017) puts it, metaphors “do work—through thinking, feeling and 
performing socially” (204).

Historically speaking, certain metaphor types are more often utilized during 
times of pandemic, and the current pandemic is no exception. COVID-19 com-
ics predominantly utilize three types of metaphor to help capture the totality of 
the pandemic experience: military/war, superhero, and anthropomorphic.

Military/War Metaphors

“The battle myth,” to use Anne Hunsaker Hawkins’s (1999) term, is the most 
common “mythogenic” framework used in illness representations, one that 
Hawkins characterizes as a “habit in Western culture” (62). The battle myth uti-
lizes the metaphoric language of war, threats, and territory. Within such a frame-
work, a disease condition is metaphorized as “the battle between human hero 
and monstrous foe” (61). Many cartoonists of COVID-19 comics draw heavily 
on the rhetorical, discursive, and convening power of the war metaphor. In the 
context of COVID-19, the battle myth is primarily framed as a war between the 
frontline workers and the novel coronavirus (the monstrous foe), and secondari-
ly as humanity versus the same foe but on a pandemic scale. Predicated on the 
host-microbe relationship and rooted in the germ theory of infectious disease, the 
war metaphor in the context of COVID-19 broadly implies that the individual/
society “fights” the disease/microbes and “wins” or “loses” in the end. Although 
the war metaphor is simplistic, given the increasing recognition of “the interde-
pendence of hosts with their microbial flora and fauna and the importance of each 
for the other’s survival” (IOM 2006, 6), what is noteworthy is the durability of 
the war metaphor. Put together, these conceptual metaphors not only convey the 
gravity of the pandemic and the helplessness of humankind, but also express the 
collective fight against the pandemic.

Although Sontag (1991) discourages the use of metaphors—especially mili-
tary/war ones—to discuss disease conditions, war metaphors particularly capture 
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the contours of community, communicability, and contagion, and also function 
as a heuristic tool to relay the collective force of humanity. Sylvia Jaworska’s 
(2020) article on war rhetoric/metaphors and COVID-19 in the US, the UK, 
and the German media underscores the adaptive, dynamic, and educational na-
ture of such metaphors: “using war metaphors can sometimes be constructive 
in that it can mobilize public health efforts.” In a similar vein, Bleakley (2017) 
observes that “a strong alternative to war metaphors is that of medicine as collab-
oration, where collaboration may even be framed as an art of war rather than a 
love of war—a matter of strategy rather than attack, of productive confrontation 
rather than head-on challenge” (66).

In the Instagram cartoon “embryostories,” a health worker is depicted as a 
knight at arms, wielding a lance (which also doubles up as a syringe) against a 
coronavirus that wears a disdainful expression (Figure 2). The cartoon is en-
trenched in the language of chivalry and medieval warfare as evidenced in cloth-
ing (armor), weaponry (lance), and the practices of war. The foe in this equation 
befittingly wears a crown, thus alluding to a battle as well as its status in the 
current natural hierarchy. The caption, “With science and medicine, we will win 
this war!” emphasizes the collective and infallible faith in science and medicine, 
and asserts a core theme of the outbreak narrative. All the elements put together 
capture the aspects of medieval warfare, adding a historical reference that often 
accompanies broader pandemic narratives: we have long been at war with mi-
crobes. The Instagram post here activates the dominant 20th-century medical 

Figure 2

The health-care professional as an armed knight by embryostories, Instagram.
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metaphor where the human body and, by extension, the social body is imagined 
as “a fortress that must be protected from external penetration by germs, or de-
fended from attack” (Bleakley 2017, 59).

Alice Bellchambers, a junior doctor working in London, presents an image 
of a masked health professional looking sternly at the reader/viewer and saying, 
“Your country needs you to stay at home.” This cartoon invests in the tropes, 
rhetoric, and cultural logic of war (Figure 3). The original poster in question is 
that of Lord Kitchener, the British Secretary of State for War, who realized the 
need for rapid enlistments from volunteers to expand the British Expedition-
ary Force for World War I. Imitating the font style and minimally revising the 
original text (“Join your country’s army”) of the poster, Bellchambers’s comic 
establishes strong intertextual and intergenerational relationships with the war 
poster in terms of the characters’ expressions, gestures, and choice of words. Bell-
chambers’s improvised poster insists on the disease control practice of self-quar-
antining as a way to defeat the coronavirus pandemic. The fact that the individual 
is wearing a mask also highlights the importance of this public health action as 
part of the soldier’s uniform. While the original war poster issues a call for action, 
Bellchambers’s creatively appropriated poster is a call for inaction—which, iron-
ically, will help win the present war against the virus.

As these examples indicate, military metaphors acquire new meanings in differ-
ent contexts, and hence they can displace those that once, as Sontag would have 
it, connoted patient guilt and stigma. Norman MacLeod’s (2020) observation on 
COVID-19 metaphors corroborates this notion: “adaptations that confer an ad-
vantage, whatever their origin and however slight, can eventually displace those 
that don’t, irrespective of the success the latter may have enjoyed previously.”

Caped Crusaders

Another common metaphor used in several comics is that of a superhero. The 
origin of the superhero comics reveals a similar context of states of emergency 
and exception. As Nancy Lambert (2017) argues: “World War II and the golden 
age of comics are inexorably intertwined” (para.12). Superhero comics played 
a significant role during the war, influencing “the way Americans viewed not 
only their country and its enemies but how they viewed the comics book for-
mat itself” (para. 12). The use of superheroes in COVID-19 comics underscores 
a similar context, in which superheroic interventions are required to control 
the pandemic. Drawing from the conceptual category of superheroism, sever-
al posters/comics imagine the current pandemic-causing virus as a supervillain 
and the health-care professionals as the modern-day superheroes and inspirational 
exemplars who save humanity from infection and death. Importantly, the moral 
framework, the roles and responsibilities of the superheroes, and the virtues char-
acterizing a superhero (courage, ingenuity, public safety) are mapped onto the 
frontline workers.
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In fact, superheroes appearing in (autobiographical) illness narratives are not 
uncommon. For instance, several graphic medical narratives, such as Marisa Aco-
cella Marchetto’s Cancer Vixen: A True Story, Ashley L. Pistorio’s Vita Perserverat, 
Brian Fies’s Mom’s Cancer, and Cece Bell’s El Deafo, utilize the figure of superhe-
ro not only as a character but also as a motif to connote empowerment, extraor-
dinariness, and persistence amidst challenging times. As Grant Morrison observes, 
“superhero stories speak loudly and boldly to our greatest fears, deepest longings, 
and highest aspirations. They’re not afraid to be hopeful, not embarrassed to be 
optimistic, and utterly fearless in the dark” (qtd. in Chute 2017, 75). The practice 
of mapping superheroism onto health-care workers can be traced back to True 
Comics of the 1940s. As Bert Hansen (2004) observes, the True Comics that nar-
rated the lives of doctors and scientists merely shifted attention from “supermen 
to humans, from fantasy heroes to real people, but without abandoning heroism 
or the biographical narrative” (159). Other classic comics, such as Real Heroes and 
Real Life Comics, also celebrated public health pioneers such as Louis Pasteur and 
Walter Reed, and their discoveries were described “as a form of heroism as val-
iant as that of the battlefield” (162). Similarly, in the context of the current pan-
demic, M. J. Hiblen, an illustrator and creator of fantasy art in “Our Avenger,” 
imagines a medical worker as a combat-ready superhero equipped with a shield, 
courageously facing the monstrous coronavirus. In another instance, Artoboy, an 

Figure 3

Cartoon by Alice Bellchambers.



Sweetha Saji, Sathyaraj Venkatesan, and Brian Callender

148 Perspectives in Biology and Medicine

Figures 4(a) and 4(b)

Comics by artortoise.

Figure 4(c)

Comics by artortoise.

avatar of the artist with the user name “artortoise” leads a group of health-care 
workers in its fight against COVID-19 (see Figure 4a and 4b). The diminutive 
size of the Artoboy contrasts with that of the virus, which is personified as a giant 
skeleton who parades a dead body coming down the hill. The cartoon evokes the 
growing nature of the pandemic and therefore the need for superhuman powers 
to handle the condition (see Figure 4c).

Malcolm Mayes and Mike Natter directly link the iconic Superman to health-
care workers. Mayes depicts a Superman who tears away his cape and his S symbol 
and offers them to a baffled nurse who attends to a patient with COVID-19. The 
cartoon by Natter illustrates a health-care professional getting ready for duty while 
wearing hospital scrubs that bear the Superman insignia (see Figure 5). The back-
ground is filled with words (probably the health-care professional’s thoughts)—
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for instance, “war,” “tyranny,” “dark,” “lamentations,” and “crime”—which 
also double as the dominant and pervasive attitude towards the pandemic. Here, 
the transformation from ordinary to extraordinary is at once literalized and sym-
bolized onto the frontline worker’s body.

By drawing on the cultural and aesthetic traditions of the mainstream superhe-
ro comics, both cartoons not only imply the extraordinary measures of strength 
and ability that are required as a response to COVID-19, but they also transfer 
the traditional superhero’s humanitarian service to the doctors, nurses, and other 
health-care providers who are endowed with the task of saving the world from 
the virus. Similarly, in Bruce Plante’s “Super Doctors,” Gary Varvel’s “Real 
Superheroes,” and Konstantin Kostenko’s “COVID-19 - Doctors Superheroes,” 
the frontline workers are imagined as superheroes of everyday life who fight to 
protect human safety and health. Put differently, as Nathan Miczo (2016) notes: 
“many of the skills used by superheroes are not that dissimilar to those exercised 
by organized professionals” such as frontline health-care workers (9).

Figure 5

Metaphor of the superhero in Mike Natter’s cartoon.
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Although there is a danger in glamorizing frontline workers as superheroes 
with extraordinary powers, a metaphor which the health humanities has strived 
to dismantle, these comics recognize and positively acknowledge altruistic duty 
and the health-preserving powers of the health-care professionals.

Anthropomorphic Imagination

Another dominant conceptual metaphor utilized in COVID-19 comics is an-
thropomorphism, in which the COVID-19 virus is bestowed with human traits. 
The comic convention of anthropomorphism, which found its heightened ex-
pression in Art Spiegelman’s Holocaust graphic novel Maus, where the Jews were 
illustrated as mice and the Nazis as cats, not only facilitates the manifestation of 
psychological states and embodied experiences that otherwise elicit traumatic re-
actions from the readers but also compels “the reconsideration of human stories 
in a different light” (Czerwiec et al. 2015, 121). Spiegelman, in his 2011 MetaM-
aus clarifies this move: “while the mice allowed for a distancing from the horrors 
described, they simultaneously allowed me and others to get further inside the 
material in a way that would have been difficult with more realistic representa-
tion” (149). Analyzing motivational triggers for the use of anthropomorphism, 
Waytz and colleagues (2010) demonstrate how situations of high cognitive load 
and social isolation such as the present pandemic situation will increase the use 
of anthropomorphism. Elsewhere, Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo (2007) point out 
“effectance,” or the need to make sense of the actions of other agents “to reduce 
uncertainty,” as another factor for the use of anthropomorphism (872). In the 
context of graphic medicine, Kaisa Leka’s I Am Not These Feet uses the mouse av-
atar as a stand in for Leka to narrate her disabled and thus altered body condition. 
Similarly, Ken Dahl’s graphic memoir Monsters imagines the herpes virus that he 
is suffering from as a self-replicating gruesome anthropomorphic creature.

Among many comics, the online “C’rona Comix” by Bob Hall utilizes animal 
imagery and anthropomorphism to educate and share his views about the virus. 
Similarly, several comics collected and posted by Medicina Gráphica, the Spanish 
counterpart of Graphic Medicine, deploy animal imagery and anthropomorphic 
metaphors to represent the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, Bonil Xavier 
Bonilla’s presentation of the virus as combining the features of pig, octopus, and 
human at once signifies the morbid, protean, and unreal nature of the virus (see 
Figure 6). The interplay of the various aspects of the multispecies also conveys the 
mystery, animality, and grotesque nature of the virus. Particularly, the grotesque 
visualization of the virus, as suggested in a recent British Medical Journal blog post, 
conveys “the exigency of the current pandemic, the urgency of enacting certain 
behaviours during this global health crisis, and the human toll it is exacting across 
the globe” (Bivens and Moeller 2020).
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A hooded figure (personification of death) is also depicted as coronating the 
virus with a crown that has the Chinese flag and the words “corona” engraved 
on it, suggesting a transfer of power to kill and maim. The use of Chinese sym-
bolism emphasizes the geopolitical nature of the pandemic, and harkens to dark 
xenophobic themes that often accompany pandemics, including this one. Like-
wise, Bonilla’s representation of the coronavirus pandemic melds the conceptual 
categories of death and coronation/jubilation, which suggests the dominance of 
an invisible virus over human life. The artist’s choice of animals is telling: if the 
octopus and its tentacles suggest the shape-shifting, multilinear, and unpredictable 
nature of the virus, then the pig invokes taboos, uncleanliness, and indulgence. 
Put differently, the animal semiotics of the cartoon teem with meaning, embrac-
ing at once the political, the abstract, and the virulent nature of the virus.

Feelings of helplessness in the face of a growing number of infected patients 
is evident in Rafael Marrón’s representations of the virus as a wild beast that a 
health-care professional is literally struggling to tame. Marrón, a Spanish artist, 
reveals the influence of Spain’s cultural sport of bullfighting in his representation 
of the virus. The red furrowed eyes of the virus replicate the bull’s image, and the 
health worker is positioned as if he is riding the virus/bull with great difficulty. 
This sport metaphor is drawn from the artist’s cultural gestalt, where bullfighting 
yields one of two possibilities: a win, by means of taming the bull (here the virus), 
or a loss—that is, death or injury.

Figure 6

Bonil cartoons.
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Marrón’s cartoon captures the artist’s thoughts on the pandemic condition, 
which extracts immense energy from health professionals who are in a sense sus-
pended between life and death. As Suzanne Keen (2011) observes, visual artists 
adopt the culturally familiar versions of “human facial expressions and bodily 
postures in their anthropomorphized animal characters” in an effort aimed at 
“strategic empathizing” (137). As such, anthropomorphic representation of the 
coronavirus captures the gravity of the pandemic and provokes readers to follow 
precautionary measures to combat the spread of the virus.

Coda: Diagnosing Metaphors

As the world is reduced to a global community in the midst of the COVID-19 
pandemic, Graphic Medicine’s collection of COVID-19 comics makes available 
multiple perspectives by patients, health-care providers, and artists. Through 
their use of metaphor, symbol, or metonym, among others, these comics con-
struct a creative collective response to the virus and its profound effects on our 
communities. Having said that, metaphors are the common way through which 
COVID-19 is predominantly imagined. As suggestions of embedded meanings 
and significations, metaphors serve to rationalize the unknown and to convey 
important cultural and emotional truths.

While anthropomorphic metaphors used in the COVID-19 comics capture 
the existential experiences of the self and the bestial nature of the virus, the super-
hero metaphors endorse health-care professionals who are engaged in minimizing 
the spread and impact of the virus. The superhero metaphors also suggest the 
need for superhuman strength and exceptional abilities to confront the virus—a 
power that is “more exceptional than any power a normal human being could 
possess” (Lee 2013, 115). Although metaphors drawn from the conceptual cat-
egory of war/struggle inevitably evoke a sense of mystification and “contribute 
to the stigmatizing of certain illnesses and, by extension, of those who are ill” 
(Sontag 1991, 97), most of the metaphors in the COVID-19 comics neither vic-
timize the patient nor stereotype the illness. Put differently, although the novel 
coronavirus and its impact is replete with metaphors of war and conflict, they are 
not necessarily negative but function productively in creating a unity of vision 
and collective understanding.

If there is anything that metaphors have taught us, it is the “complex,” dynam-
ic, and the “numerous faces and expressions” of metaphors themselves (Bleakley 
2017, 205). In the context of COVID-19, metaphors accommodate and repre-
sent multifarious responses to the pandemic and throw light on our individual 
and collective relationships to the virus and the lived experience of the pandemic.
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