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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this work is an analysis of the psychopathological phenomena occuring in Karrie 

Fransman’s graphic novel The House That Groaned. The main aspects of consideration are the 

graphical representation, structure of the narration, and general approach to depiction of 

involved issues, from various types of individual disorders to general collapse of social 

environment. The study will be based on several formal factors of the comics as well as a deeper 

analysis of the causes of pathological behaviour in the contemporary community through means 

of clinical psychology. Its goal is to provide the reader with a deeper understanding of the 

experiences and positions of the author on the issue, of the role of the depicted phenomena, and 

to demonstrate the fundamental message provided by the story. 

 

KEY WORDS: pathological phenomena karrie fransman graphic novel comics psychology 

psychopathology trauma disorders eating sexual personality agoraphobia ocd 

 

ABSTRAKT 

Práce se zabývá analýzou psychopatologických jevů vyskytujících se v grafickém románu 

Karrie Fransman The House that Groaned. Hlavní aspekty ke zvážení jsou grafické zpracování, 

struktura vyprávění a obecný přístup ke zobrazení daných problémů od rozličných typů 

individuálních poruch po obecný rozpad sociálního prostředí. Studie bude založena na několika 

formálních faktorech komiksu spolu s hlubší analýzou příčin patologického chování v soudobé 

komunitě prostředky klinické psychologie. Její cíl je poskytnout čtenáři hlubší porozumění 

zkušeností a přístupu autorky k problematice, roli rozbrazených fenoménů and ukázat zásadní 

sdělení příběhu. 

 

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA: patologické fenomény karrie fransman grafický román komiks 

psychologie psychopatologie trauma poruchy příjmu potravy osobnosti agorafobie ocd 
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1. Introduction 

The aim of this work lies in a detailed analysis of the psychopathological phenomena in the 

Karrie Fransman´s comics The House that Groaned (2012). There are six main characters in 

the story, each of them suffered a trauma and copes with it in a unique fashion. Their behaviour 

represents basic spectrum of archetypal mental disorders, ranging from eating disorders to 

depression, personality disorders, and suicidal tendencies. 

In the work, we will use methods of clinical psychology to take a closer look at causes 

of such behaviour presented in flashbacks, revealing the issues of the individuals and the 

motivation for their behaviour. We will then try to categorize the phenomena by the depicted 

symptoms and describe their purpose in relation to the story and their impact on the depicted 

community. A deeper analysis of the phenomena and the form of the story can help us to clearly 

understand the characters and their stories. 

The manner of portrayal, in which the author reflects her personal view on the 

pathological behaviour she chose for her artistic debut, represents her unique and profoundly 

personal statement about the importance of family and social relations. The House that Groaned 

is Fransman´s carefully structured social experiment. Her Victorian apartment building is not a 

place for ordinary people, its apartments are reserved only for deeply disturbed individuals. 

Fransman created her characters as testing subjects for her “what-if” scenarios, putting next to 

each other individuals often with complementary disorders in order to see them react to each 

other. These social interactions are the core of her dramatic intent. They represent exaggerated 

analogy to our own experience with our neighbours and with the close social environment. They 

give rise to the question to what extent we know the people around us. The Victorian theme is 

an important metaphor for suppressed nature of a human being and for the social pressure 

people must endure even in our times.  
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The work is divided into two sections, the theoretical and the practical part. In the 

theoretical part, we will start with a position of comics in relation to pathological phenomena. 

We will try to describe the instances in which the medium of comics extends beyond simple 

artistic expression and carries for example a therapeutic role. A concrete psychological 

categorization of mental disorders will follow in accordance with specialized literature. We will 

try to clarify exactly what disorders are depicted in the story, how they emerge, what their 

causes are, and what impact they have on the social environment of the affected person. The 

theoretical part will be ended by a brief introduction of the means of comics. 

The practical part will start with an analysis of the form of the comics as a whole, of its 

individual means of conveying the story, and its unique structure of a social experiment. A 

detailed breakdown of the individual characters will follow. We will focus on the presentation 

of the personas and their initial impression that is later in the story put in contrast to the final 

understanding of their complex personality. The history of each individual will be described, 

focusing on the structural factors of their disorders. We will try to determine the exact causes 

of their issues and their influence on the relations with the other individuals. The social aspect 

of the phenomena is essential for their interpretation as often only through the interaction with 

other people we are able to better understand ourselves. As individuals, we do not have means 

to reflect upon our behaviour and values alone. While meeting another person with a different 

concept of living and sets of values only then we can reflect upon our own and get to know 

ourselves better. The concept of the clash of values between the characters is an important part 

of the comics. The practical part will be concluded in an analysis of the final destructive event 

of the comics, its meaning for the characters as a destruction of the oppresive personal and 

social norms, the ending message of The House that Groaned. 
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2 Psychopathology in comics 

Comics is not a stranger to psychopathology. As it is a confident medium of expression, it often 

reflects various social phenomena worrying the general public. We can mention two examples 

of the role comics plays in relation to psychopathology. 

 In the work “'We have experienced a tragedy which words cannot properly describe': 

Representations of Trauma in Post-9/11 Superhero Comics” (2011) the authors work with the 

influence of the terrorist attack on the characters of superheroes and the manner in which the 

attack was reflected. The psychopathological phenomenon was the trauma of the nation and its 

people. They examine parallels between the actual history and the actions of superheroes in the 

comics in production of Marvel Comics. The terrorist attack was represented by an attack of 

the alien race of Skrulls (Smith and Goodrum 489). The insertion of the superheroes into the 

scheme of a terrorist attack allows the reader to assume a position of control which can prevent 

the actual trauma by removing the factor of helplessness (490). The point of such reflection not 

only for comics is to replace the unknown with the known (491). The unknown creates feeling 

of uncertainty and it is a tool of terror. If we manage to create a concept of understanding for 

such phenomena for example through comics we can fight the terror it creates.  

Courtney Donovan and Ebru Ustundag in their article “Graphic Narratives, Trauma and 

Social Justice” (2017) also consider the psychological angle of looking upon the relationship 

between comics and trauma. Comics not as a medium of art but as a solely therapeutical medium 

focused on precise portrayal of a traumatic event for therapeutical and legal purposes. Comics 

is able to record and present traumas better than a simple text, offering an opportunity for better 

articulation of the issues (Donovan and Ustundag 222). There is also a fundamental difference 

between the individual and the so-called collective traumatic experiences which cannot be 

capture in written testimonies. Written form proves to be insufficient while the graphic 
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narratives can provide more robust tools for representing various traumatic phenomena (223). 

Comics can then serve as more than a medium of information and art, it can become even a 

practical tool of demonstration for various social needs in areas of law, medicine, and others. 

The House that Groaned lies almost on the borderline between an artistic creation and 

a collection of examples for students of psychopathology. The form of the comics as a social 

experiment of its kind invites its reader to interpret the depicted symptoms and to reveal a 

connection to the reader´s own experience as it reflects phenomena that are, maybe in a more 

subtle way, known to us all. 

3 Psychopathological phenomena 

Psychopathological phenomena are the core of The House that Groaned and the aim of our 

inquiry. In this chapter we will provide a description for various disorders which we will later 

try to identify in the comics. Before we attempt to describe the individual disorders in relation 

to the comics, we need to present a brief classification of the depicted disorders. As human 

mind is a complex universe of elements from simple brief acts of perception to intricate 

personality traits constituting individual persons for the life´s duration, the phenomena of 

psychopathology are varied and many. They include disorders of perception, thinking process, 

memory, speech, will, and  many more. We can limit the inquiry for our purposes to disorders 

of drives, emotions, and personality. 

 Drives can be described as old biological mechanisms. They are instinctive actions 

modified by individual experience, their influence is manifested by urge to behave in a certain 

manner. Drives can be divided into drives of self-preservation, social drives, and drives of 

stimulation (Svoboda et al. 108-115). 
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 Drives of self-preservation are urges compelling us to preserve our being, to avoid death. 

They manifest in two ways, the preservation of self and preservation of species. The self is 

preserved for example by eating or by avoiding potentially harmful situations. Disorders of this 

drive can lead to eating disorders or suicidal behaviour. Preservation of species is assured by 

sexual behaviour. Disorders of this drive are various sexual disorders, from sexual dysfunctions, 

manifesting themselves in inability to perform intercourse, to disorders of sexual identity, 

expressed for example by transsexuality (108-112). 

 Social drive is the urge to be a social person, to create realationships. Disorders of social 

drive are expressed in asocial behaviour, when the individual avoids other people or, on the 

other hand, when the individual is too friendly and involved with other people, being too 

familiar (114-115). 

 Drives of stimulation represent the need to enjoy various stimuli, to learn, or to be self-

realized. Disorders are represented for example by extreme self-indulgence or by a too strong 

urge to own things (115). 

 Emotions  are complex mental processes, that are externally manifested by facial 

expressions and by physical motions and reflected by internal experience. Disorders of 

emotions are for example anxiety disorders, expressed by for example phobias of various kinds 

(115-118). 

 Personal disorders are one of the most complex phenomena of psychology. Personality 

can be viewed in simple terms as a complex of all mental and physical attributes of a person 

with a consciousness of individuality. Disorders can be very diverse with many different 

symptoms (135). We will focus on asocial personality disorder manifesting in egocentrism, lack 

of consideration for others, and inability to control own behaviour according to social norms 

(Vágnerová, Současná psychopatologie pro pomáhající profese 476). 
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3.1 Normality and abnormality 

As this work aims at the psychopathological phenomena in The House that Groaned, we must 

be able to identify what is pathological behaviour and what is not to be able to properly work 

with the phenomena. As readers, we can tell by heart that something is amiss with a character 

when he kills a woman while performing a sexual intercourse with her. From the perspective 

of social and psychological reflection we need to be more precise while understanding what 

norms and rules are broken and why. 

 Social rules and norms are an inseparable part of human life and human society. They 

constitute patterns of behaviour and without them any society would fall into chaos and disarray 

(Fischer and Škoda 21). In a narrow sense, we are talking about practical manual for the society 

to make it run smoothly as a well oiled machine, in a broader sense, norms and rules constitute 

not only a strict functional routine, they constitute cultural values of the society (Giddens 987). 

The rules can be unconscious, learnt during childhood, or conscious, which are obeyed because 

they are perceived as good and beneficial (Fischer and Škoda 21). 

It is natural to witness deviations from the rules of various strength on daily basis in 

many different situations. Deviations are caused either by biological and psychosocial 

individuality of a person or by broader social factors. The various norms can also differ in 

different social groups (21). The definition of normality therefore proves to be a complex task. 

In a simple sense, normality can be viewed as a phenomenon matching an expectation 

established beforehand (Svoboda et al. 31). 

There are various angles for evaluating normative states. The sociocultural angle 

focuses on customs of the society, the traditional perception of what is considered a norm 

(Fischer and Škoda 24). It would create additional difficulties for the correct interpretation of 

the comics, if, for example, the author was from South Korea and eating habits of the characters 
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would include eating of a dog. For the western society it would constitute deviant behaviour, 

for Koreans a family dinner. 

The statistical angle focuses on the frequency of the occurence of a phenomenon, the 

norm being the most frequent state (23). Again, this angle poses a problem. For example, as our 

society struggles with various forms of eating disorders, obesity is becoming statistically 

significant as “one-third of adults (in the United States) being at least 20% over ideal weight” 

(Craighead 300) in 2004, it could in a time even constitute a statistical norm. 

The functional angle is interested only in the quality of a phenomenon in relation to 

optimal functioning of an individual in the society. If the phenomenon works as a disturbing 

element, it is considered deviant. This angle sometimes supports deviant behaviour under the 

imperative of functionality. In order to reach the optimal state, an individual is allowed to use 

deviant behaviour, which is considered undesirable on a greater scale (Svoboda et al. 27). A 

simple example, if the society is unable to get rid off its dictator, an individual can murder the 

dictator and the society accepts the act as positive even though it constitutes a murder. 

Another approach is the normative angle, considering beforehand established or fixed 

obligations. If the behaviour does not fullfil these obligations, it is perceived as deviant and its 

statistical occurence or the resulting functioning of the system do not matter (32). 

 The angle of normality is for the pursposes of psychopathology multifactorial, 

comprised to a certain degree of all the factors above (34), and we will try to see the phenomena 

from that perspective. 

3.2 Sources of pathological behaviour 

As we have defined abnormality of behaviour, so we must define the basic ganeral causes for 

pathological behaviour to understand their complex position on our world. We cannot simply 
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point at a single element of our environment and consider it the cause of our problems. As we 

will show, the fundamental roots of pathological behaviour stem form a wide net of 

interconnecting influences. 

 The basis of pathological behaviour lies in the biological and psychological 

predispositions of an individual and in their interaction with social factors, the causes for the 

behaviour can therefore be labeled as multifactorial (Fischer and Škoda 29). There are three 

main approaches to explaining causes behind pathological behaviour, biological-psychological, 

socially psychological, and sociological (31). 

 The biological-psychological approach is historicaly the oldest method of understanding 

deviant behaviour, its core lies in describing of a correlation between behaviour and 

physiological structure of a human body. Throughout history, any physiological deviation was 

perceived as an unquestionable sign of mental instability. In 19th and 20th century, researchers 

were trying to determine inherited traits between generations, among other phenomena also a 

tendency to inherit oligophreny, a type of mental retardation viewed as one of the potential 

causes of deviant behaviour. More recently, studies were made on monozygotic twins to 

determine if they share any biological traits to predetermine both to criminal misconduct. The 

studies ended up being inconclusive. (33) 

 This approach is also not suitable for Fransman´s method of depiction. Her drawing 

technique is subjectively distorted and does not provide accurate depiction of the reality. Her 

characters are picturesque, their features highly exaggerated. A correct assessment of their 

issues based on their physiology is impossible. 

 In socially psychological approach, any deviation is considered an illness and any 

abnormality needs to be treated and controlled. From psychological angle, the deviant 

behaviour stems from the psyche of the individual, often caused by incorrect processes of 
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socialization during childhood. The theory of a character and temperament anticipates specific 

reactions rising from the personality traits of an individual. This concept works with selected 

traits such as seeking of the new, avoiding harm, persistance, self-directedness, 

cooperativeness, and self-transcendence, where lower levels of the traits cause abnormal 

harmful behaviour towards individuals themselves or towards society (37). 

 Sociological approach is aming at connections in various social contexts. Due to very 

wide structure of modern society, the issues of abnormal behaviour relate to existence of many 

different groups and subcultures. It includes the theory of cultural transmission, where deviant 

behaviour is learnt from other members of the individual´s social environment. It is then 

considered deviant in relation to the majority of society (39). 

 We will be considering the second and third perspective in our inquiry. The focus will 

be on the individual´s psyche in relation to the family environment, personal development, and 

other social factors based in the premises of the comics. 

3.3 Trauma 

Traumatic events are one of the cornerstones of The House that Groaned. In three of the six 

stories there are shocking situations that fundamentally influence the characters and change 

their whole lifestyle and their life values. The traumatic situations do not only create a point of 

shock the reader needs to comprehend, absorb, and reflect, their impact also creates the 

subsequent storyline for the affected character. 

Trauma can be defined as a suddenly arising situation that has significantly negative 

impact upon a person and creates harm. It is accompanied by disruption of emotional 

experience, the affected person loses her or his sense of security, feels anxiety towards future 

and sadness caused by a sense of loss (Vágnerová, Současná psychopatologie pro pomáhající 

profese 42). The experience can influence the affected persons to change their behaviour which 
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can lead to stress. If the traumatic experience and following stress is not properly handled the 

affected person can develop various disorders (43). 

The results of the trauma can vary depending on many factors, two of them particularly 

important. The first factor is resistance to traumatic events, personal strength, will of power to 

accommodate and to overcome the situation. It presupposes certain level of physical and mental 

health, various inborn factors, as well as previous experience with trauma. The second factor is 

the social environment of the affected person that helps to manage the event or makes it even 

worse (44-45). The social environment is important for our case. One of the Fransman´s 

cornerstones is the theme of social connections and the way they affect us. The pathological 

environment can be even more destructive than the traumatic event itself, as we will 

demonstrate on the case of a dead mother. 

Part of managing the traumatic situations are defensive reactions. They help the person 

to handle the stress, anxiety, and negative emotions. For example they can help create an 

illusion that the trauma was not bad or even helpful in a way. Some of the examples are denial 

of the trauma, its displacement to unconsciousness, or rationalization, which helps the person 

to overcome trauma by providing reasons to deny that it is also a partially fault of the person 

that the traumatic event happened (46-47). We will provide an example of a rationalization that 

gives a person after a traumatic experience and with a consequent eating disorder a sense of 

usefulness when the disorder is presented as means for a dietary seminar to help overweight 

people. 

3.4 Abnormal personality development 

One of the themes of The House that Groaned is a dysfunctional family. In the book, there are 

three characters that experienced some kind of a trauma in their previous periods of lives 

connected to a dysfunction in their family environment with a strong impact on their behaviour 
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that they cannot simply overcome. Their coping and defensive processes, stemming from these 

traumatic events, then play important part in the story. The issue of the dysfunctional family is 

complex in its nature and the influence the family has on its children´s development is vast. 

Mental development of an individual depends basically on two factors – biological 

dispositions and social factors. The main part of the social factor is a family and its function as 

a provider of emotional fulfilment and a mediator of social standards and rules. The emotional 

fulfilment consists of various psychological needs important for the child´s correct 

development, the most important being the feeling of emotional stability and security. This 

fulfilment can be saturated without the family environment only with great difficulties. The 

mediation of social rules is accomplished by social interactions with the members of the family 

through examples and restrictions of behaviour relevant to certain situations (Vágnerová, 

Abnormální vývoj osobnosti jako následek negativního působení 4). 

By fulfilling their role the parents are forming the mental state of the child, its social 

behaviour, and its own future attitude towards parenthood. If the parent´s behaviour is not in 

compliance with the norm and is not fulfilling the emotional needs of the child, the result can 

be child´s own abnormal behaviour. Devations of the parental behaviour can be either an 

inability of appropriate parental behaviour or an inability of acceptance of the parental role. The 

inability of appropriate behaviour can occur usually due to a serious illness or a permanent 

handicap, the main effects being the inability to saturate the needs of the child, inadequate 

stimulation of the speech skills, primitive emotional reactions, and many others. The inability 

od acceptance of the role can stem from psychopathology and disharmonious personality 

development, often in combination with alcoholism or other drug addictions. The effect is a 

change in perception and behaviour towards the child resulting in emotional flatness, 

egocentrism, lack of empathy, and chaotical interactions among the family members (7). 
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Psychological deprivation depends on various external and internal factors, internal 

factors being age, gender, and mental or physical state. External factors can be isolation, 

separation, institutional placement as a specific type of separation, and deficiency in functioning 

of the family. The isolation is the most serious instance of deprivation, the individual is growing 

up entirely outside of human society. The result is retardation and lack of even the most basic 

human attributes such as speech and social skills. The separation is interruption of a specific 

relationship between the child and its social environment due to separation from the individuals 

providing stability and emotional satisfaction. Deficiency in functioning stems from inadequate 

stimulation, educational neglect, or emotional flatness and lack of interest in the child (15). 

The resulting behaviour of the child affected by mental deprivation can be various 

depending on the level of disruption of its personality development. It can range from speech 

impairment to deficiency in social skills or emotional immaturity. The latter can manifest itself 

in egocentric behaviour, lack of motivation and subsequent low productivity in school, 

emotional apathy or aggresive actions, flat and undifferentiated relationships to other people 

(18). 

The following coping for emotional deprivation can lead to development of several 

types of child personality. The selectively adaptable type can adapt its behaviour to one certain 

environment such as an institution of foster care, but it is difficult for such individual to adapt 

his or her behaviour to other different environments. The passively apathic type does not have 

proper active defence, suffering lower personal dispositions making its delayed development 

even worse. The third type is a type with the accented need of social contact and emotional 

relationships, either socially hyperactive with uncontrolled urge to create such relationships 

without any restrictions or socially provocative type with the same goal, only using less 

acceptable strategies to draw attention and to create craved social connections. The fourth type 

is defined by substitutive satisfaction on lower development level, for example by overeating 
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or hoarding things. The affected children do not differentiate on emotional level between 

inanimate objects and people, their attitude stays the same (20). 

The last two cases are important for interpreting the behaviour of one of the most 

prominent character of Fransman´s story, Marion. Her excentric manners are too heavy for the 

construction of the society´s principles to bear their weight and it both literally and figuratively 

collapses under their weight. 

3.5 Eating disorders 

Eating disorders can be classified as disorders of nutritive motivation, which is a motivation 

serving preservation of an individual, forcing us to fulfil its needs in order to preserve our lives 

(Svoboda et al.108-109). They are one of the main motifs in The House that Groaned as food 

is the focal point of life for two characters of the story. One of them living more of an ascetic 

lifestyle, the other one is a straight hedonist, both of them in a direct ideological and also 

personal conflict with each other, as Marion, the hedonist overeater and a rebel considers it a 

personal mission to break Janet´s obsession with calories. 

 Eating disorders are prevalent among female population (Fischer and Škoda 147) and 

Fransman demostrates both sides of the scale, the food deprivation and the overeating, on 

female characters. Roberta P. Seid asks in her study on women´s obsession with slenderness 

“Too ‘Close to the Bone’: The Historical Context for Women´s Obsession with Slenderness” 

(1994) how it is possible that women are affected more than men. She sees the answer both in 

the biological aspects of female body and the social aspects of the society. For the social part, 

women are forced to fight againts their own biologies because the social standard became a 

moral imperative. “On even a practical level, women´self-image, their social and economic 

succes, and even their survival can still be determined largely by their beauty and by the men it 

allows them to attract, while for men these are based largely on how they act and what they 
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accomplish (Seid 9).” Fransman works with the motifs of self-image and woman´s social 

position according to her weight very distinctively. She portrays the social pressure the female 

characters must endure and the pathological issues the stems from such pressure. 

 Another theme we need to consider is the family as the source and also the supportive 

factor of the eating disorders. The family is the most important influence in the matter of body 

image. The parents can motivate their children by example. If the parent tries to lose weight, it 

can motivate the child to also lose weight. Overweight mothers also proved to watch their 

daughters more carefully and to be more critical in the assessment of their weight, limiting their 

diet. If the parents are not satisfied with their bodies, they tend to transmit this feeling on their 

children. The mother´s influence is a strong motif in The House that Groaned, the depicted 

parents being mostly dysfunctional, influencing the characters to embrace distorted eating 

habits. 

 Judith Ruskay Rabinor on the other hand in her work “Mothers, Daughters, and Eating 

Disorders: Honoring the Mother-Daughter Relationship” (1994) on treatment of mother-

daughter relationships in the area of psychopathology mentions, how one-sided is the 

perception of the relationship and how it inclines to pathological interpretations, particulary 

while discribing eating disorders. The mother is always unjustly seen as a major factor in 

developing of the disorder. The accenting of the negative side of the relationship creates 

“unrealistic standards for mothering” (Rabinor 272-273). 

 Eating disorders are constituted of a wide range of disorders of abnormal eating habits, 

varying from overeating to not eating at all. They differ in size of the food intake of the affected 

person, the causes of the disorder and the accompanying circumstances (Craighead 301). We 

will take a closer look at anorexia and problems of overeating which are the most relevant for 

our purpose. 
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 Both of the issues work with the concept of body image. It is the strictly subjective 

manner of how individuals perceive their bodies. This conception of self is directly connected 

to our satisfation with our body and in the contemporary society often controls the whole 

concept of self-worth (Fischer and Škoda 143). The self-conception influences apart from the 

personal perspective also the interpersonal aspect of the social environment. Our body image 

directly influences relations to other people. It consists of weight, appearance, health and 

fitness, the appearance being the most important (145). 

3.5.1 Anorexia 

Anorexia is well-known disorder manifesting itself as rejecting of food and absence of apetite. 

It is becoming more and more frequent and not only among women, but anorexia is also present 

more often than it used to be among young males (Svoboda et al.109) as the society´s cultural 

standards shifts towards leaner body image even for the males. Its accompanying factors are 

anxious states, reactions of compensations or punishment, or protest reactions (109). There is 

also intense fear of weight gain as the body image is disturbed and distorted, deppresion and 

personality disorders can also occur (Craighead 301). 

3.5.2 Overeating 

Overeating is more of a symptom of various possibly related disorders, ranging from obesity, 

which is still considered an eating disorder though not being a psychological phenomenon in 

its core, to binge-eating disorder (300-301). 

 The binge-eating disorder is described as separate compulsive events of overeating 

during which the affected subjects do not have any control over their actions and are 

compulsively forced to eat. The individual events are called binges (301). 
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3.6 Sexual disorders 

Sexual disorders can be viewed as disorders of motives of self-preservation of a species. These 

are the motives that compel us to procreate, to produce offspring, and to secure the preservation 

of human kind. They include disorders of sexual identity and disorders of sexual preference 

(Svoboda et al.110-114), both of which are presented in the story. 

 While the eating disorders are more directed towards the female characters, the sexual 

disorders are aimed at the males, and it is not a coincidence. Deviant sexual behaviour is 

tolerated more in women than men in our society. If a naked woman exposes herself in a 

window, the public opinion will certainly not be as outraged as it would be if the person in the 

window was a man. The same works for an older man giving sweets to children in a park in the 

contrast to an older woman. Women are still perceived more as victims of sexual violence, sex 

being “something men do to women” (Weiss 105). It is therefore understandable, that the 

deviant sexual behaviour is manifested in the males of the story, it feels more natural for the 

reader and Fransman does not attack the boundaries of the social stereotypes at this point. 

3.6.1 Fetishism 

Fetishism is a sexual behaviour aimed at inanimate objects or at parts of a body instead of a 

whole human being, with manifesting sexual arousal. It ranges in strength of its influence 

between a light motivation to a fatal condition without with the sexual activity cannot happen. 

In the case of the fetishism aimed at certain parts of a body, the desire for the fetish outweighs 

the desire for the sexual partner, the fetish is the goal of the sexual performance (94). 

 From the behavioural perspective, the deviant behaviour can be learnt through various 

types of conditioning and social learning. We can create fetishes simply by regularly connecting 

our spontaneous sexual excitement to a neutral environmental factor, for example shoes. The 

shoes alone can then sexually stimulate us without any primary sexual impulse. The specific 
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form of learning in the case of The House that Groaned is imprinting. It happens in sensitive 

development stages of human psyche when an intensive external stimulus can later gain sexual 

character (131). This is important for the character of Brian, who is fascinated by injury and 

other physical dysfunctions. 

3.6.2. Transsexuality 

Transsexuality represents a more complex phenomenon. At the time of writing of this study, it 

is not possible even to classify transsexuality as disorder since the World Health Organization 

announced on the 20th of June 2018 that in the next released edition of the International 

Classification of Diseases that gender incongruence, more general phrase describing 

discrepancy between subjective identification of one´s gender and her or his biological organs, 

will now be classified as a sexual health condition (Simone, Carolin. “Being transgender no 

longer classified as mental illness. Here's why”. USA TODAY, 20 June 2018). For the purpose 

of this study we will use the term “disorder” in the sense of a bewildering phenomenon. 

 The affected individuals are unhappy with their assigned gender role and with their 

reproductive organs, they desire to assume the position of the other gender and to undergo a sex 

reassignment surgery (Fifková et al. 17). 

 From the perspective of a child with disorder of sexual identity, girls tend to wear 

sportswear, incline to do sports, and in collectives of boys they are respected and often tend to 

assume a leading role. Boys with the disorder prefer company of girls, plush animals, do not 

like playing football, and do not engage in physical violence. Crossdressing is not common, but 

in some cases happens (39). 

 The theme of transsexuality plays an important role in the The House that Groaned in 

the character of Barbara. It does not serve only as a pathological phenomenon created for a 

dramatic effect nor as a traumatic event in the destructive sense of the word, but it works more 
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as a shift of perspective. It is an opportunity for a man to taste the struggles of the women in 

the story, to become a part of the their side with all the consequences it attracts, their social role 

and the pressure they must endure. While the men in the story due to the nature of their issues 

are more on the controlling side of the gender power scale of the story, the character of a 

transsexual woman serves to balance the perspective. Furthermore, the transsexual character 

becomes an ultimate victim of men´s mother issues, which shift this part of the story to the field 

of symbolism and irony for its almost comical effect. 

3.7 Anxiety disorders 

Two of the characters of The House that Groaned suffer feelings of strong anxiety in certain 

situations and under specific conditions, the feelings limit their comfort and are abnormal in 

nature as they are connected to their pathological history. Anxiety disorders are defined by 

chronic excessive anxiety with consequent panic attacks and intense fear. Their connected to 

emotional part of a persona, which can stimulate or inhibit the individual. Anxiety is a state of 

tension, fear and premonition of an undefinied content (Vágnerová, Abnormální vývoj osobnosti 

jako následek negativního působení 375). The causes are multifactorial, both genetical and 

psychosocial factors play an important part. The affected people do not necessary experience 

more difficulties in their life than other people, but their subjective interpretation is the forming 

cause for the disorder (377-378). We will take a closer look at agoraphobia and obsessive-

compulsive disorder. 

3.7.1 Agoraphobia 

Agoraphobia is excessive fear of big, open or close spaces. There is fear of losing control, a 

possibility od panic attacks, and feelings of danger. Several physiological symptoms are 

connected to agoraphobia such as pumping of heart, rapid heart rate, vertigo, feelings of 

depersonalization and derealization. The affected loses strength to visit places connected to 
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disorder, to go to public places, to use public transportation, ultimately to go anywhere at all 

(382). This disorder will be connected to the character of Demi, an older lady unable to leave 

her apartment. 

3.7.2 Obsessive-compulsive disorder 

It is described as a state of repeated intrusive thoughts and unsuppressable urge to certain 

behaviour. The affected individual is aware of its excessiveness, sometimes even feels internal 

repulsion towards it, but is unable to overcome it. It is disorder with a clear genetic base, but 

the actual development can be caused by external influences in half of the cases. The actual 

symptoms can be influenced culturally. They are connected to feelings of disgust, 

powerlessness, and guilt. If the tension fro certain situation reach a certain limit, the affected 

need a release in the form of a repeated, stereotypical activity, usually connected to maintaining 

tidiness and prevention of harm (386-388). The specific compulsive behaviour connected to 

personal hygiene and avoiding harm can be observed in the character of Matt. 

3.8 Personality disorders 

Personality disorders are complex phenomena reflecting the complexity of human beings. 

People are aggregates of various functions, varying from cognitive functions to social skills. 

People affected by a personal disorder have one of their traits accented while the whole of their 

personas remains quite stable without any strong pathological manifestation. It can be often 

difficult to distinguish extrovert personality from an individual with disorder. The affected also 

tend to react to ordinary stimuli with extraordinary measures (Vágnerová, Současná 

psychopatologie pro pomáhající profese 469). The causes for personal disorders are a 

combination of biologic and psychosocial factors. Their roots lie in genetics, adverse 

environment during prenatal period, forming the biological predispositions for the disorder. The 
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family environment is then another strong influence on activating the disorder, particularly 

possible chronic stress during childhood (471). 

 Considering the character of Marion, whose family environment was more than 

problematic and her behaviour is dysfunctional in very specific fashion, we will mention one 

particular personal disorder, asocial personality disorder, which we demonstrate on Marion in 

the practical part. 

3.8.1 Asocial personality disorder 

The typical signs of asocial personal disorder are egocentrism, lack of consideration for others, 

and inability to behave in accordance to social norms. Affected people tend to be chronically 

irritated and incline to react explosively. Their lack of emotional development causes them to 

restrain their needs and urges, on the other hand they are seldom satisfied. A permanent urge 

for various strong stimuli compels them to use substances, perform unusual sexual practices, 

and other risk factors. They do not plan ahead, behave impulsively and aggressively, and their 

self-perception is higly positive. Their relationships to other people are full of conflict. 

4 Methods of psychological inquiry in comics 

In order to properly examine the issues of psychological and social factors in a work of art, a 

need to address the problem of proper research procedures arises. There is a rich selection of 

diagnostic methods used for inquiries in social sciences but for the purpose of dissecting 

characters of a comics the situation proves to be more difficult and the observer needs to find 

the correct approach. There are three traditional methods of clinical psychology usable in this 

situation – observation, anamnesis, and interview. 
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4.1 Observation  

The observation is intentional systematic perception aimed at reaching a certain goal. It is 

considered a qualitative method since it provides a complex picture of the studied subject in the 

widest context with all of its particularities interconnected (Svoboda el al. 50). The observations 

can be divided by period of observation to short-term and long-term observations, and by the 

purpose to free observation without any preceding aim and systematic targeted observation with 

an intent to explore a specific phenomena. For our purpose the long-term observation targeted 

at psychosocial pathological phenomena seems fitting. 

Comics as a graphic medium is in its core a platform for critical observation in which 

the observer studies subjects of the story in their natural habitat. We can see every little detail 

of their social interactions or private behaviour to the extent of what the manner of the visual 

representation allows. The limitating aspect of the observation is author´s creative intention to 

display only what is necessary to convey the point of the story, and also the means of the 

depiction of that particular moments. In case of highly abstract comics concerning for example 

spiritual and metaphysical themes to which the graphical methods of expression are adjusted, 

sometimes all that the reader is left with are geometrical shapes and blobs of colours. It is almost 

impossible in such a case to interpret the characters only by an observation simply because there 

are not any characters left to observe and the story continues without them. The House that 

Groaned is not this case as the Fransman´s aim seems to be a sincere attempt to present all of 

the circumstances almost in naturalistically direct manner without little or none uncertainty to 

reach the targeted goal of shocking dramatic twists after a plain introduction. 

The method of observation in comics has also its advantages in comparison to a There 

are two factors complicating an observation - reluctance to cooperate with the observer in the 
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case of a participative observation (Giddens 62) and the case of distorted results due to subject´s 

awereness of the actual testing in the so-called Hawthorn´s effect (66). 

The participative observation is based on direct contact with the observed subjects, 

participating in their daily routine, which in reality is the only way to access even the minuscule 

details of intended observation. The technology of hidden cameras still has its limits but in a 

comics frame, nothing can hide from the sight of an observant reader, who can be presented 

with any visual representation of any kind including biological processes of the most intimate 

nature, which could be hardly obtainable without subjects noticing the observation. 

Hawthorn´s effect is a case of observation in which the observed subjects are willing to 

participate on the research but the awareness of such observation compel them to change the 

routine and for example to work more or behave more politely. For the nature of comics and 

usually non-existent characters´ awereness of the reader, the Hawthorn´s effect is off the table, 

therefore comics can be properly interpreted without a distortion. There are some exceptions in 

which a character can be aware of the reader and actually reacts to the fact, but these 

postmodernist eccentricities are few and rare. It is definitely not the case for The House that 

Groaned. The premise of the story is to gradually reveal the pathological issues of its characters 

which are of the most intimate nature. The characters do not desire to be exposed them and they 

hide their issues before other people as well as themselves, trying to deny the traumatic events 

that formed their fears and obsessions. 

4.2 Anamnesis 

Anamnesis can be described as investigating the history of a subject in order to determine and 

understand the shaping factors of her or his current state (Svoboda et al. 52). In our case, an 

important part of the anamnesis will be family anamnesis, focused on the family members and 

their influence. 
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 Fransman uses flashbacks in her narration to convey the characters´ history. These 

flashbacks reveal usually the damaging incidents and traumatic events, and will be the main 

source for our anamnesis. The fact that she has chosen to directly depict these events serves the 

premise that her intention is to clearly present the pathological conditions and also that these 

events are the fundamental core of the message. The focus on our family environment and 

childhood experiences is clearly visible. 

4.3 Interview 

The psychological interview differs from a normal interview in its focus on specific issues. 

Through its means, the researcher obtains a complex overview of subjects´s inner world 

comprised of opinions, attitudes, wishes, and fears of the subject. A direct interview is focused 

solely on the content of the answer, an indirect interview is more concerned about the other 

aspects, formal or non-verbal attributes of the answer or situational parametres. (51) 

The problem again lies in the absence of the interactive part of the process, every 

dialogue is already written and performed and we cannot influence the interaction itself. Despite 

this, dramatic imperative of the narration forces the dialogues most of the time to reveal some 

kind of important information, their purpose is to convey a meaning necessary for the flow of 

the story or for the development of its characters and we can interpret what was presented to us 

as its readers. Ad hoc dialogues are rarely an instrument in a consistent art piece and it is 

possible even through dialogues exclusively aiming at fun and humor to receive deeper insight 

into the character. A correct interpretation enables us to explore what the characters are trying 

to say to the reader and what are their and author´s motives to do so. 
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5 Methods of expression in comics 

Before we start our analysis, we will make a brief note on the visual part of the medium. Comics 

as a medium has its specific way of conveying the story. It is a montage of both word and image, 

the reader must perform both visual and verbal interpretation (Eisner 8). Text itself can be 

graphically modified to carry other meanings like mood or visually represent the tone of the 

voice or even reflect the environment of the image (10-11). The graphical part and the textual 

part cannot be divided and should be interpreted as a whole. There are several factors that need 

to be consider in the analysis. They analysis is primarily focused on manifestations of abnormal 

physique, emtional demonstrations, and depiction of social relations. 

 In order to convey the idea of the story, of the flow of the narrative, the narration is 

encapsulated into sequenced segments called panels or frames (38). We will focus on the 

individual frames as those represent the focus of the story. The choice of what to visually depict 

can tells us about the importance of the depicted scene in the context of the character´s story. 

 Although we are interested in the psychological aspect of the characters, we will focus 

on their physical depiction as it often provides the symptoms necessary for the correct 

diagnosis. Their gestures, body posture and physique can carry a specific meaning, for example 

the emotional state of the character (104-105). For our purposes, the visual depiction means 

even more. For example, if we are looking for symptoms of eating disorders, we will analyze 

the characters´ physique, looking for the signs of obesity or underweight. Facial expressions 

are even more specific in the matter of emotions. We can read them in relation to the social 

encounters. Through them we can estimate the correct interpretation of a relationship between 

characters. 

Among the minor aspects of consideration is the form of the text and the colour scheme of The 

House that Groaned. The framing of textual bubbles tells us mainly if the text is related to the 
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actual speech or if it represents character´s thought process (44). The style of the text in the 

bubble then tells us the emotion of the process. The other factor is the colour of the comics. It 

determines the overall atmosphere of the story and can even influence the correct interpretation 

of a scene. 

6 The house that groaned 

In this practical part, before we start proper analysis of the individual phenomena of The House 

that Groaned, we need to address the means used for their depiction and the general form of 

the comics. 

 The House that Groaned consists of six individual stories of six main protagonists that 

intersect each other and they are all concluded in the final dramatic event at the end of the story. 

Considering the characters, we are presented with four women and two men. Their age range 

varies approximately between twenty five and sixty years. Social class is not taken into account 

and does not play a role in the story. While at least one character comes from higher classes, 

Marion´s parents are depicted as being of the high class, her social status in this matter is not 

relevant as they are all in the same predicament of a single building, of a unified environment. 

Other than that, their plurality constitutes the intended collison of experience and values, 

creating an environment depicting the diversity of a human community. 

 All of the characters live in a single building, the building being an old Victorian house 

with six identical apartments. The building itself is providing two motifs for consideration. 

First, the motif of Victorian era, imposing strict social values and norms upon people to meet 

the standards of society and not to deviate, in this instance metaphoricaly forcing the tenants to 

behave. The second motive is related, as the building is more than a hundred years old, it 

gradually deteriorates. It represents a metaphor to the structure of society and its social norms. 

Without proper maintenance the structure deteriorates and eventually collapses, especially if its 
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occupants are not strong, supportive pylons of the community and they are preoccupied by their 

issues. The parallel between the state of the building and the story is strong, as the final 

conclusion of the story confirms. 

 Considering time of the story, it takes place approximately during summer and within 

several days. The timeline of the main story is often interrupted with retrospective flashbacks 

to the history of each tenant. These flashbacks do not occur regularly, but in the order dictated 

by the main narration. When it is necessary to provided the reader with the explanation of the 

motives for the bevaiour, a flashback occurs. The flashbacks are the main resource for our 

anamnesis, representing usually the period of childhood where the most important behavioural 

causes take place. 

 Karrie Fransman is the author of both the story and the graphical part. Her intentions 

and motifs are manifested not only in the story itself, but also in the way she depicted individual 

characters. Her drawing method is very specific. The aim is not to be precise but to provide the 

story with a certain personal flavour. Depiction of the characters is then more in the rank of a 

caricature. Considering the brutal nature of the story, an accurate representation would therefore 

lead to en exaggeration of the violent motives. If we saw a perfect representation of the state of 

decay during the depicted orgies or internal organs sticking out of a human body, it would create 

feelings of disgust and even absence of reality as we are not accustomed to see them on daily 

basisů. A Fransman´s cartoonish style is softening the negative expressions and allows the 

reader to focus on the story behind. 

 From the point of view of colour, Fransman´s comics uses exclusively shades of blue. 

The effect is not to divert the focus to the graphical representation itself, colourfulness can 

distort details of a certain picture and they can be lost. It is also to provide the story with the 

right atmosphere. The colour creates the mood. We are not thrown into a depressive and almost 

bipolar world of black and white,we are also not presented with a colourful world of fantasy. 
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The shades of blue create a moderate feeling of reality, where nothing is ultimately colourless 

and flavourless, but the world is also not a shining scene of magical wonders, especially not the 

world of the suffering characters. 

 The perspective of the narration is of an all-seeing spectator. Nothing is hidden, even 

common displays of personal hygiene are depicted without a hesitation, suggesting an open 

approach towards the reader. We do not need to guess motives or causes, everything is 

explained at the right time. 

 One of the frequent instruments is subtle symbolism. The symbols and hints presented 

do not serve some final revelation or a great twist, they rather complete the atmosphere of the 

story. We have mentioned the Victorian theme before, the building itself stands on the Rotting 

Road. One of the characters is named Midas, as the Greek king who transformed things to gold 

by his touch, it then does not come as a surprise that his theme revolves also around touching, 

and there are more, both in textual and in graphical form. 

 If we examine the general structure of the story, we can see also two patterns that are in 

a way related to the story and to the author herself. The first pattern is a pattern of cliché of a 

romantic story of love. If we cut out the middle part, we get in the first part a tale of an attractive, 

young, and succesful woman who comes to a new town, to a new apartment, in search of new 

opportunities and possible relationships. She meets a perfect guy, a little shy, who adores her. 

If we then skip to the end of the comics, we get a scene of a pair of happy people, walking in 

each other arms together towards the sunset. Those pairs are not the same. The original, perfect 

pair is doomed to its tragic end, while the second relationship, created at the end of the story 

from issues and dysfunctions complementing each other, ends the story in a happy cliché. The 

romantic formula of the story is fulfilled in an ironic manner. These elements of irony pervade 

the whole The House that Groaned also in its individual stories. 
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 The second prism of the Fransman´s composition is the element of an experiment. When 

we put together all of the previous factors – the place of the story limited to a single building, 

the division into flats, the absence of disruptive colours, and the author´s visibly expressed 

intention not to conceal anything. We get a proper environment for an actual scientific social 

experiment. Experiment can be defined as an attempt to verify a hypothesis in a controlled 

environment created by the researcher (Giddens 66), the controlled environment being the key 

element. The characters can be viewed as subjects of the study. They are placed into a cage, 

they are assigned their individual places, each place being exactly the same. Fransman 

moderates the external factors of the story – we do not see characters in their job or even outside 

the building. There is a minimum of external characters visiting the building, and if they are 

present, they almost do not speak at all. The whole graphic design of the page often looks like 

a container for ants with a glass walls to allow the reader observe every detail of the life inside. 

The whole comics is creating an atmosphere of an experiment. It is one big “what-if” scenario. 

What if I put a woman who is obsessed with food and hates social norms next to a woman who 

is obsessed with social norms and avoids eating? These are the question Karrie Fransman 

addresses in The House that Groaned. 

7 Tenants 

The practical demonstration of the psychopathological phenomena will be divided into four 

parts for each of the characters. The first part will be a brief introduction of the phenomena 

presented in the character. In the second part we will introduce the characters, their place in the 

story and the initial portrayal. The anamnesis of the characters will follow, their history depicted 

in flashbacks with the roots of their pathological behaviour. The fourth part will consist of 

descriptions of their pathological behaviour, the tools of its depiction, consequences, and the 

general impact of their disorders on the story. 
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7.1 Barbara 

Barbara´s case is a simple example of managed transsexuality. The first symptoms that appears 

in her prepubescent period is a crossdressing play with her sisters. The family environment 

provides emotional support. The individual copes with the change, she does not exhibit any 

traumatic effects, she is successfully integrated into the society and able to pursue romantic 

relations and to perform sexual acts. 

Barbara is the character that introduces us to the story of The House that Groaned. 

Through her eyes we are pulled into the events of the story. She seems to be the main hero in 

the first part, but later the focus of the narration is evenly divided between all of the six main 

characters. 

The story begins with Barbara finding the building with her new apartment in an 

unspecified town to which she has moved in pursuit of her new job in the beauty care. She is a 

young adult woman, physically healthy and attractive. Her beauty is demonstrated through a 

conversation with a real estate agent who is introducing her into her new apartment in the old 

Victorian house. The agent makes a provocative remark towards her living in the apartment 

alone to which she responds with an irony. It shows us she can handle social situations well 

without stress and can take care of herself. Her independency is presented in the fact she has 

moved alone into an unknown city for a job. It is not an easy task for a social person to do so, 

to severe social connections, and she proves to be one as she often makes phone calls with her 

family. She also manages her moving all by herself, redesigns the battered Victorian apartment 

with wallpapers, and is not afraid to begin solving pipe leaks with other tenants. She appears 

friendly towards them, later in the story she expresses an interest to find a suitable boyfriend 

which she later does in Matt, her neighbour across the hall. To sum up, Barbara is depicted in 
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the beginning of the story as healthy, beautiful, and independent woman who unlike the other 

tenants does not have a single flaw, almost a role model of a sort. 

The premise of her dramatic contribution to the story is simple. Barbara was born a man. 

The revelation takes place quite late in the story at the moment when Barbara lies unconscious 

on the floor due to a gas leak and Matt, who comes to help her and who has a job of digital 

retouching of pictures of women, is closely studying her vagina. He declares it to be perfect 

which tells us in connection to the following flashback she is a transsexual who underwent a 

sex reassignment surgery. 

The flashback to her prepubescent childhood reveals her to be a boy named Peter, 

playing with his two older sisters, dressed in a dress and a wig, insisting on calling him Barbie 

instead of Peter. He expresses his intention to be “just like Barbie” someday (Fransman 161). 

It tells us that his choice to change his gender was established quite soon. From diagnostical 

perspective, Barbara´s gender choice is fully supported by her family. Her parents are not 

present in the story, but her frequent phone calls with her sisters suggest normal supporting 

family environment. Barbara´s transexuality is not presented as a social stigma nor as a 

traumatic event of any sort as far as Fransman reveals, Barbara is both mentally and physically 

still the healthiest character of the book despite her childhood predicament, which works for 

the underlining irony of the book. 

Considering the form, Barbara´s transexuality is hinted very early in the book and it is 

connected to the motive of redecorating of her apartment. The changing of the interior surface 

of the old apartment is a direct metaphor of her changing of the gender. The old walls are 

transformed into pretty new ones as the old body is transformed into the correct one. Barbara´s 

own rationalization of the process is expressed during a phone call to her sister. “You don´t buy 

a home, you make one (Fransman 13),” which suggests her attitude to her own body. If you do 

not feel at home in your own body, you work on it and make it your home. This parallel between 
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the apartment and body is graphically expressed in pictures of redecorating interspersed with 

pictures of Barbara´s personal maintenance (Figure 1). 

 (Figure 1, Fransman 45)1 

 

7.2 Matt 

Matt´s case will present a major traumatic event in the form of losing a mother, inability to cope 

with the event in a healthy manner, and the consequent obsession with a perfect female body. 

There is also a strong pathological motif of trying to fill the emotional void of losing a mother 

by recreating the actual traumatic event to compensate for her loss. Inhospitable family 

environment does not offer proper support to manage the trauma, the father is presenting 

hostility, blaming him for the mother´s death, thus creating a pervasive sense of guilt. Matt is 

deprived of physical contact necessary for correct emotional development, which creates a base 

for forming an OCD represented in avoidance of physical touch. 

Matt is presented for the first time at the moment when Janet, a middle aged woman 

obsessed with her weight and body image, is leaving her apartment for a morning jog. She 

meets Matt when he is checking his mail box. From the first moment we are aware that 

                                                           
1 All pictures used in this work as examples are taken from Fransman, Karrie. The House that Groaned. Square Peg, 2012. Print. 
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something is amiss with this character. He becomes instantly nervous when greeting Janet, 

stammering, wearing gloves on his hands although the season, indicated by clothes of the other 

characters and by Matt himself as he is wearing a t-shirt, is summer. He lives alone in a dark 

apartment, window blinders shut, working from home retouching pictures of female models. 

His appearance is of a good looking young adult male. When meeting Barbara for the first time, 

he does not want to shake her hand but there is an imminent spark between them. At one point, 

he listens to Barbara showering through a wall. Later in the story they become romantically 

involved. They relation consists of a moment alone while being in dark during an electrical 

failure in the building, and later on of a brief sexual act after Matt saves Barbara from 

suffocation only to brutally kill her during the intercourse a few moments later. 

 The following flashback reveals the tragic origin of Matt´s issues. Their causes lie in 

two factors. The first factor is Matt´s mother dying during the childbirth. It presents a strong 

traumatic incident and a base for Matt´s later quest for a perfect woman. The second, following 

factor, is rejection of Matt by his father, as he pronounced after the birth: “The child murdered 

my wife… I can´t bear to touch him” (Fransman 169). The motif of the absence of touching 

then becoming very distinct. 

 Matt demonstrates distinct signs of an Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, OCD for short, 

targeted at imperfections, manifesting itself in the inability to touch other people. His surname 

is later revealed to be Midas, a symbolic parallel to a Greek king who turned everything he 

touched to gold, almost starving to death. OCD, although being ultimately a genetic disorder, 

is often influenced by sociocultural factors, in this instance by behaviour of Matt´s father 

towards Matt, the suggested absence of any physical contact forming the specific symptoms. 

The absence of touch during Matt´s childhood is demonstrated in a single instance when Matt 

is punished by his father by slapping for a minor offence, his face revealing positive emotions 

after being hit (Figure 2). 
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(Figure 2, 172) 

Matt is wearing gloves every moment outside of his apartment as he is afraid to touch other 

people. When meeting a cleaning lady, who is one of the few external characters and without 

any narrative relevance, in the hallway, he carefully avoids any physical contact with her. When 

he is not wearing gloves he refuses to shake hands even if it is with a person that attracts him, 

the person being Barbara. One of the traditional manifestation of OCD is the fear of germs, but 

for Matt the fear transcends into the area of fear of imperfection in general. Flaws of a human 

body, although being natural in their origin, cause him feelings of disgust. A strong example is 

the moment when Matt is working on a picture of a woman on his computer. He is inspecting 

every part of the picture, of the woman´s body, the cursor on the monitor in the shape of a hand. 

It represent him touching the woman in the virtual world, depicted in a sequence of pictures of 

the woman´s intimate parts (Figure 3), suggesting a compensation for his inability to touch 

living people. When he finds a small flaw, a single hair protruding from the woman´s panties, 

he becomes annoyed. Immediately after removing the hair he goes to the bathroom to 

thoroughly wash his hands as he cannot stand imperfection. 
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(Figure 3, 25) 

The turning point in his disorder is the second intimate moment with Barbara when he puts 

away the gloves and touches her hand in a strongly romantic gesture. This would not be easy 

for a patient with an actual OCD as the therapy to reduce the symptoms is complex and often 

inconclusive but the romantic gesture in the story is allowed by Barbara´s perfection. 

 This search for perfection is the second axis Matt´s behaviour revolves around. It seems 

to be originating in the first traumatic experience, the death of his mother. The usual reaction 

on traumatic event is a compulsive need to avoid similar experiences in the future. For Matt 

Fransman painted the situation a little more complicated. 

The death of his mother represents not only a traumatic experience, but also the last 

moment of connection with his mother and with parental love in general, since his father failed 

to provide any. The absence of parental influence during development of human being can 

create various issues in the person´s psyche, in the case of Matt they revolve around his anti-

social behaviour and secluded lifestyle, unable to create a firmer bond to other people. In 

addition, Matt feels the absence of maternal love on daily basis. He keeps a photograph of his 

mother on the back cover of his vast photo album, filled with pictures of the less worthy women 

he retouched. His ultimate goal is not simply to find a suitable partner for emotional support, 
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he desire to find a perfection his mother represents in his mind, but not only that, he wants to 

recreate the only mutual experience he had with her, her death. 

During his sexual intercourse with Barbara, he drops her through a glass table and kills 

her. The act is not fully deliberate as he is compeled by his urges to avoid the pathological 

feelings of emotional emptiness and to repair the void by the unavoidable action. He is aware 

of the nature of his actions to some extent but he cannot stop it, the urge is too strong. At the 

moment of Barbara´s death, he find himself right in the middle of his traumatic situation, but 

also creates a direct representation of the only experience of his mother he has ever had. The 

connection between those two traumatic moments is represented by depiction of similarity in 

the facial expressions both as an adult and as a child, manifesting sheer horror of losing the 

most beloved person, his mother (Figure 4, Figure 5). 

  

(Figure 4, 167) (Figure 5, 169) 

The sexual intercourse can then serve as a manifestation of the birth. An adult man can hardly 

recreate the actual experience of being born due to the physical limitations of human body, but 

the one instance he is physically present inside woman´s vagina is the moment of a sexual 

intercourse. This raw intepretation can be supported by Matt´s joy from examining Barbara´s 

vagina, finding it more than sufficient (Figure 6). 
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 (Figure 6, 156) 

From the point of narration, the relation between Matt and Barbara serves as an instrument of 

paradox and irony. Everything in the story points at a happy ending. Barbara is the first 

character of the story, a perfect woman and as such she is complementary to Matt´s obsession 

with perfection, ironically represented by a person who was originally a man. They also like 

each other and Matt is even able to suppress his OCD. But in the end, it is not enough as the 

traumatic events demand their price. The role of the main romance of the story is then took over 

by a tragicomic pair of mismatched characters of Janet and Brian, which is with all their flaws 

in direct contrast to Matt and Barbara. 

7.3 Demi 

Demi´s is a distinctive case of an anxiety disorder in the form of agoraphobia, the fear of open 

spaces, stemming from the lost of a close person who was providing stability and comfort. 

Consequently, she underwent a fundamental behavioural transition, she is virtually trapped in 

her apartment, suffering strong feelings of anxiety up to the point of visual distortions when 

trying to leave. Her social life is severly damaged, her social connections are non-existent. 
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 Demi is an old woman living in her apartment alone. Her first introduction to the story 

takes place completely without any visual or verbal depiction of her presence. It occurs at the 

moment when a cleaning lady comes to clean Demi´s apartment, seemingly without the tenant 

being present. The second instance we are introduced to Demi´s world is when Barbara comes 

to investigate a water leak as the Demi´s apartment is right above the Barbara´s. Once again, 

the apartment seems empty, but then suddenly a face appears from a bookshelf (Figure 7), 

hinting that Demi is deliberately concealing herself in the apartment. Despite this anti-social 

phenomenon, Demi is polite and friendly, hosting Barbara as a welcome guest to a cup of tea. 

 

(Figure 7, 49) 

She reveals she is widowed and has children who moved her to this apartment in order to be 

closer to them. The children do not appear anywhere in the story, there is no indication that they 

come to visit or that they even care about their mother. 

 Demi´s flashback takes us to her younger years when she was apparently living in 

countryside with her husband and children. She is depicted as a lively woman who loves nature, 

letting herself melt away in it (Figure 8). It represents her feelings of freedom conditioned by 

the sense of security stemming from a stable home represented by a loving husband. Her 
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husband is then portrayed as a stable support, a root for her in the vastness of the natural world 

she loves, as they grow old together (Figure 9). 

  

(Figure 8, 57) (Figure 9, 59) 

After his death, Demi loses the steady factor of her life and in together with the emotional 

trauma from losing a beloved person she starts to manifest an anxiety disorder, which symptoms 

are in direct contrast to her original nature. The agoraphobic symptoms are visually expressed 

by concealing her in the apartment and by working with the textures to let her melt into the 

furniture and surroundings of the scene depicted in the frames (Figure 10, Figure 11). 

  

(Figure 10, 50) (Figure 11, 90) 
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As she was initially wild and free and in connection with the world around her, now she is 

restricted to her apartment, unable to even go outside. Her relocation from a rural home to the 

city apartment may be seen as an aggravating factor. The visual representation of her symptoms 

lie in depiction of heavy breathing (Figure 12) and of a distorted perspective of her perception, 

as she is looking down the stairs, seeing them as a colossal obstacle (Figure 13). 

  

(Figure 12, 90)     (Figure 13, 91) 

Her story serves as a solitary testimony of a less socially prominent pathological symptom of 

losing of a close person and stability in life, and the influence of a change of the environment. 

It  depicts the issues of old people in our society, their coping with the radical changes in their 

lives, their solitary, and feelings of loneliess. There does not seem to be a viable way out of her 

predicament, but as the story comes to its climax she finally becomes free from the shackles of 

the apartment. 
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7.4 Brian 

Brian´s case represents a sexual disorder manifesting in fixation on a specific object that 

stimulates his sexual arousal. He seeks women with various physical disfigurements or 

illnesses, preferably in the late stages or directly on the verge of dying. His sexual fetish, being 

a social stigma, makes it difficult to create a steady relationship, thus his relations with women 

consist solely of one-night stands. The solitary way of life can be interpreted as a deliberate 

effort to minimize the social issues stemming from his fetish. 

 Brian is introduced as a solitary man, handsome, with a hint of negligent elegance. He 

is living alone and throughout the story there is not a single hint of a family of any sort. His 

occupation is not revealed. Towards the other tenants he is indifferent, occasionally manifesting 

a mild irritation. On the other hand, he appears charming to his one-night stands and shows 

genuine interest. 

 Brian´s flashback takes us to his youth. When he was a child, he suffered a serious illness 

that could have led to his death. As he was held in the hospital, he met a patient with sick eyes, 

a disturbing picture for a small boy, suggesting general unsettling atmosphere of the children´s 

ward for serious medial conditions. Already back then he showed signs of a fascination as he 

created a medical condition to his teddy bear by ripping its stuffing out. Later in the night he is 

woken up by screams of pain. A nurse turns on a television to suppress the screaming but Brian 

is more focused on the expression of agony of some female patient in a different room and 

decides to see her. As he approaches her room, the nurse stops him and he reacts with an 

aggressive intent to see the patient in agony, but he is not allowed to. The scenes are visually 

expressed by careful depiction of every moment of his approach conveying the mesmerizing 

secret he is expecting behind the door (Figure 14). 
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 (Figure 14, 139) 

During these experiences the obsession with injury and illness is created, both as a traumatic 

event and as an object of fascination. The powerful emotions from witnessing scenes of agony 

can ultimately stimulate the brain and teach it to search for such stimuli, the fetish is born. It is 

part of human nature to be fascinated by something that disgusts us. It can be the horror of a 

car accident we cannot stop observing or a simple decomposing animal carcass in the forest we 

study with almost scientific thoroughness. 

 The hospital period of his story is distinctive also in its visual expression. There are two 

motives, a motive of safety and joy and a motive of illness and pain, mixing together which can 

suggest emotional switch in perception of illness and disfigurement. The experience of meeting 

the sick boy is followed by hysterically happy face of his teddy bear, the mesmerizing screams 

of pain are mixed with scenes of childish happiness on the TV screen (Figure 15). The child 

cannot distinguish one from the other and creates a cross connection between them in the mind. 

Thus experiences that would evoke unpleasant feelings in general public can create pleasant 

emotions in the affected individual. 
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 (Figure 15, 136) 

Already his adolescent years are socially influenced by his fascination. While a common child 

is fascinated with reproductive organs of the opposite gender, Brian is hypnotized by 

physiological demonstration of injury, expressed in a suggestive picture (Figure 16). 

 

(Figure 16, 142) 

His fetish is a limiting factor in his social life. He is aware of the social stigma his fascination 

represents as he is not very social towards the other tenants, keeping his life to himself. 

Considering the women he brings to his apartment, they are not always flattered by his fetish 
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even if they are in a very bad physical shape. They do not find it flattering that his interest is 

motivated by the poor state of their health (Figure 17). 

 (Figure 17, 39) 

If he does not have a proper agent for his obsession, he masturbates over pictures with examples 

of sexually transmitted diseases. His library contains also books revolving around sicknesses, 

bacteria and dying, and he has a photo album of pictures with his previous trophies. 

 Brian represents a character in direct contrast to Matt. Matt is fascinated by perfection, 

Brian by imperfection of any kind, the more severe the better. While Matt would be disgusted 

by any small injury, Brian would get sexually aroused. The seemingly perfect complementary 

relationship between Matt and Barbara is also in contrast to weird romance that is created 

between Brian and Janet towards the end of the story, as we will demonstrate later. These 

contrasting examples provide a contemplation on sources of happiness in relationships and life 

in general, on what makes us content in our lives, how, and why. 

7.5 Janet 

Janet´s case is an example of a pathological disorder caused by distorted body image. Her issues 

have basis in two factors. The first factor is her relationship to her mother who is a good 

illustration of dysfunctional parenting. The relationship influenced Janet´s self-confidence as 
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well as her body image. The second factor is her previous marriage and resulting 

disappointment with her husband with a related traumatic event. Both factors resulted into an 

eating disorder in a form close to anorexia. 

 Janet is presented as a slim, middle-aged woman who lives alone. She leads seminars 

for overweight people who gather at her apartment and she teaches them how to properly diet. 

At first glance she seems to be a succesful self-confident woman, but immediately the first night 

depicted in the story reveals the harsh conditions of her lifestyle. For dinner, she carefully 

measures lettuce leaves, during the night she is chewing on her pillow, her stomach growling 

in hunger, and the first thing in the morning she forces herself to go for a jog. 

 Her flashback to the origins of her issues takes us a few years back to the moment when 

she is newly married. She is not as slim as in present, she looks a little overweight. Her mother, 

an older woman, is slim and appears to be over-confident when, during a dinner with Janet and 

her husband, tries to flirt with Janet´s husband. She is rejected and immediately takes her anger 

out on Janet and takes her meal away, Janet does not resist (Figure 18). 

 (Figure 18, 70) 

While Janet is overweight, her husband is in perfect shape. She is attracted to him but he seems 

to be reluctant to engage in sexual intercourse. His reluctance is also expressed towards the 

topic of a child Janet desires. She is given the reason of her weight as the problematic factor 

which motivates her to lose weight. She starts to exercise and after a sequence of rigorous 
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physical training and beauty care, aimed to make her more attractive for her husband, comes 

home only to find him during anal intercourse with another man (Figure 19). 

 (Figure 19, 78) 

There are several factors present in the Janet´s issues. The factor of her mother who seems to 

be an important influence on her behaviour. From the incident during the dinner we can assume 

that the mother is dominant and Janet is in submissive position. If Janet was a child, it would 

be understandable, she could by simply shy, but Janet is a grown married woman. It shows us 

a problem with self-esteem, probably rooted in the relationship with her dominant mother who 

prevented Janet from becoming confident during Janet´s personality development. 

 Her lack of confidence can be behind the reason why Janet´s husband even married her 

while being a homosexual. The reason could be his effort to maintain a certain social status as 

a married heterosexual man, Janet, who is submissive and lacking self-esteem, providing him 

with a perfect opportunity. 

 There is not any indication of the husband in the present, they are probably divorced. 

As she appears to be an independent woman, the shock of finding her husband in that situation 

must have had also a positive effect to a certain degree as she does not appear to be dependent 

on anything but her eating habits. The pathological relationship with her mother on the other 

hand remains the same as we can see from a Janet´s phone call to her. The mother´s influence 
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still provides negative stimuli, Janet does not seem to be happy (Figure 20). The family is the 

most important factor in creating eating disorders. Criticizing of eating habits of the child or 

sharp remarks on child´s physique can easily manifest in a disorder, Janet being close to 

anorexia.  

 (Figure 20, 67) 

Janet´s eating habits are expressed by her obsessive measurement of the food intake, eating 

only few lettuce leaves for a dinner. She forces herself to these extreme measures because they 

constitute the person she wants to be. A confident, slim woman. The body image is directly 

connected to her sense of success or failure, she cannot let her guard down even for a second. 

Despite appearing very capable, for example in leading the diet seminars which seem to be her 

occupation, she is depicted sad and tired in all her frames. 

Janet is also being harassed on daily basis by an anonymous hedonist who tries by 

various means to seduce her to eat sweets, for example by leaving donuts on her doorsteps 

(Figure 21) or by harassing phone calls (Figure 22) in the middle of the night. 
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(Figure 21, 80)       (Figure 22, 87) 

The person is Marion, the antithesis to Janet, representing an uncontrolled urge to consume. 

Janet does not know who the tempter is, but she later finds out that it is Marion. Their ultimate 

meeting takes pace in the door of Marion´s apartment where an orgy is taking place. As Janet 

is internally aware of her disorder which forces her to a lifestyle that does not make her happy, 

Marion, although being a pervert on the Janet´s ethical scale, represents the Holy Grail of 

unconstrained life. Janet meeting Marion feels as if she was kneeling before the God, which is 

skilfully depicted by using a certain perspective (Figure 23). 

 (Figure 23, 107) 



53 
 

Janet is partially seduced, partially forced to participate in the orgies taking place inside. We 

do not see the immediate effect the experience creates as the story is approaching its ultimate 

conclusion, but we are later presented with a radical change of Janet´s behaviour permitted only 

by the destructive nature of the end of the story. 

7.6 Marion 

Marion´s case is the most complex one. Her personality suffers from abnormal childhood 

environment with complete lack of parenting supervision, resulting in non-existent emotional 

support and absence of social and cultural education provided by family. Her behaviour shows 

signs of antisocial personality disorder, manifesting in her ultimate egocentrism with a total 

lack of consideration for other human beings and social norms. Her hedonistic demeanour 

indicates a serious tendency to overeating with hints of a binge-eating disorder. 

 Marion is the last character to be introduced in the story. She is present on the first pages 

of the comics during one of the Janet´s dietary meetings, but she is wearing a disguise as her 

mission is to tempt the present overweight people with sweets. It is not revealed at this moment 

that the weird guy is one of the major characters, but even at this moment demonstrates her lack 

of sympathy for any kind of restraint and her intention to personally attack any norms or 

restrictions. During the nights she makes harassing phone calls to Janet, provoking her to join 

Midnight Feast Front, an opulent name for Marion´s eating orgies in her apartment. The 

personal confrontation happens after Janet finds out who calls her, consequently forced to 

participate. Marion wins at that moment, depicted as a central character of the orgy (Figure 24). 
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 (Figure 24, 114) 

Marion physique and eating habbits show signs of an eating disorder. She is certainly obese, 

but her daily orgies in her apartment suggest more. If Marion deliberately overeats on daily 

basis as a gesture of defiance, we can consider her overweight at most. But if the regular eating 

parties were only a curtain of formality to hide her compulsive need to consume, which is later 

suggested when her eating circle breaks up and she is absorbed in her personal oversizing, it 

could be a symptom of binge-eating disorder. The affected individuals cannot control their 

behaviour during the moments of compulsive eating called binges, they are unable to stop, 

which can be easily hidden behind the decoy of an orgy. 

Marion´s flashback takes us to her childhood and consists of two motifs. The first motif 

is a total lack of parental supervision depicted as the moment young Marion leaves her home 

for a boarding school, while her parents are lying wasted without any indication of care for their 

child (Figure 25). We can assume that the lack of parenting in that moment was not an isolated 

incident and that her upbringing was rather unsupervised. That is an important perspective upon 

her behaviour as the lack of proper parenting, emotional bond to the closest people around, and 

developing social and other basic human skills is probably the cause for her issues. The second 

moment is taking place in the school while Marion is causing a riot by liberating bodies from 

uniforms, hinting an early act of personal defiance towards society (Figure 26). 
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(Figure 25, 119)    (Figure 26, 120) 

Her motives are not rooted in rebelling against the oppressive force of social rules. She was 

never oppressed, the uniforms being only a substitutive motive. Considering the abnormal 

personality development, she shows symptoms of a socially provocative type of a deprived 

child, trying to make connections with other people through rebellion and anarchy. 

 The second strong moment important for understanding of Marion is again in present, 

at the same orgy to which Janet was seduced, only later after Janet´s departure. One of the other 

visitors of the orgy dies, drowning in a cup full of liquid. While the others are in shock, Marion 

does not care (Figure 27). 
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(Figure 27, 125) 

The total inconsideration for human life is a serious symptom. It can stem again from her 

deprivation of correct development, her emotional maturity being on the lower development 

level, therefore she cannot differentiate inanimate objects form living being. It can be also a 

sign of antisocial personality disorder. It is manifested in her problematic relationships and 

inability to create a deeper connection to other people. Her family is not anywhere in the comics. 

Her friends are represented exclusively by the crowd that visits the orgies in her apartment and 

the closest emotional bond seems to be with Janet in their struggle of ideologies. Disinterest in 

other people and using them for her personal agenda of attacking society´s norms would also 

point to antisocial personality disorder. 

 In the final part of the comics, Marion meets Brian. Brian is immediately fascinated by 

morbidly obese Marion, Marion is charmed by his interest in her obesity. She is not offended 

as her weight is her personal creative project. They spend the last moments before the final 

conclusion of the story together, Brian being fascinated by her morbid obesity and his own 

closeness to death as she tries to physically consume him in the final expression of her revolt. 

The consumption is her last attempt in creating a closer connection to other human beings in 

the only fashion she is capable of. (Figure 28). 
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(Figure 28, 181) 

8 The fall of the house that groaned 

Throughout the book there is a theme of decay that pervades the whole story. The building in 

which the story takes place is an old Victorian building, suffering from poor maintenance. From 

the first moments of Barbara moving in, the house has appeared to have gradually more and 

more serious problems with the utilities. Pipes screech, lights go out on a whim, and the whole 

house literally groans, which old houses do. For the purpose of the story, the groaning and 
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gradual decline of the house serves as a metaphor for lives of its tenants. They are not truly 

happy, trying to accommodate oppresive social norms or their own pathological urges while 

maintaining the illusion of normality on the surface. The Victorian origin of the house gives a 

hint of Victorian morality, restraint and carefully managed surface in contrast to suppressed 

core of the darker side of human psyche. 

 As the house deteriorates, there happens to be a massive gas leak towards the end of the 

story and at one moment the gas is ignited. The building is destroyed in a massive explosion. 

This brutal act of destruction is yet again connected to the suppressed nature of our needs. When 

preassure is applied, a human being can function to a certain limit, but at a certain either the 

personality breaks down under the pressure and stress, or there is a massive rejection of the 

imposed pressure, an explosion happens. 

 The explosion of the building is a traumatic event of a sort, but can be viewed as a 

therapeutic experience as it releases most of the characters from the shackles of their individual 

predicaments. But it does not mean a general happy-ending, each of the characters reacts in a 

different way due to their nature and the nature of their issues. 

 Barbara is dead, killed by Matt during his compulsive act of aggression only moments 

before the explosion. She was the only character who appeared to have managed her 

predicament in the healthy way, her death therefore carries a hint of irony as she did not last to 

the main event of the story. If she was alive even after the fall of the building she would not be 

affected by the destruction at all. The tension of the social norms and her environment did not 

create any pressure on her, her gender status remained hidden. She is a true victim of the 

pathological environment of the house that created the conditions for her death.  

 Matt survives the explosion only slightly injured. We see him in a hospital where a nurse 

is congratulating him on surviving only with a minor cut that needs stitching. For Matt, who is 
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obsessed and frightened even by the smallest of disfigurations, the outlook of stitching and a 

scar represent the end of the world (Figure 29). His is doomed. 

 

(Figure 29, 197) 

Marion is dead, killed by the fall when trying to consume Brian in her final act of hedonism. 

Her story can be viewed as a story of an individual who cannot survive for much longer as he 

was too much isolated from the society. She was in terms of psychology almost a “feral child”, 

from the perspective of abnormal personality development it is a child who does not posses the 

basics of social interactions, who lived too long outside the human society, lacking the basics 

skill. Marion is not so much socially affected as in the case of childern without any social 

contact, but the manifested development disorder and related personality disorder marks her as 

a seriously pathological individual. Even her hedonistic entourage suspected as much (Figure 

30). 
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 (Figure 30, 116) 

Demi lies under mattresses, which she seems to have arranged to accommodate her agoraphobic 

predicament, next to the ruins of the house, dying. Her demise looks tragic, but in the end the 

only thing she desired was to leave the house which she was unable to do so for her issues. She 

lies on a piece of grass, in a way connected once again to nature she was once part of, dying 

happy. 

 Brian survives the fall of the house in Marion´s arms as she was holding him as a piece 

of meat to devour and so does Janet who is only mildly burnt in the face. Her injury is an 

immediate object of interest for Brian who suddenly appears charming towards Janet, telling 

her a compliment. They leave the scene of destruction holding hands, looking for some Indian 

food as Janet displays her newly found apetite, while Brian stays the same. Their final romantic 

involvement is cotrastive to seemingly perfect match of Barbara and Matt, who were perfect 

and perfect for each other, but their story ended in a brutal manslaughter. This mismatched pair 

of people who in the end find a way to each other fulfils the cliché of a romantic ending, after 

all, one of the main themes of the story was relationships, but it is fulfilled in its own manner, 

leaving the reader with a taste of irony. 
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9 Conclusion 

Fransman presents in her comics a complex story of six people with serious psychological 

predicaments, who as tenants of a single building are more or less forced to interact with each 

other. Janet represents an archetypal woman trying to find stability in life through fixation on 

her body image. Her slim body represents her ultimate goal. She was a victim of her mother 

and her ex-husband behaviour. Demi was a beautiful, free woman who was in love with nature. 

After the death of her husband, she was moved by her children and left without proper emotional 

support to cope with her solitude which resulted in her fear of the outside. She was a victim of 

her family and her uninterested environment. Barbara was a healthy woman in harmony with 

her transsexual origin. She was a victim of her neighbour with pathological issues. Brian 

represents a man coping with a sexual disorder that might cause social exclusion. He was a 

victim of inappropriate environment to which he was forced during his childhood and by 

inadequate help from the people who should protect him. Marion was a child with abnormal 

family environment of uncaring parents. Her predicament resulted in the total decay of her 

social restrictions, her goal being to eat until death. She was a victim of her uncaring family. 

Matt´s father refused to provide him with emotional support and blamed him for death of his 

mother. He is a victim of his father´s principal failure as a parent. 

There are two general fundamental factors of the story to consider. The first factor is the 

personal history, our history, being the formative element of our behaviour, our values and 

goals towards which we aspire. A fundamental emphasis is put on the role of the family as a 

major supporting element of our development. If we put the individual characters of the story 

next to each other, we can see that the more pathological the family environment is the more 

pathological the resulting behaviour becomes. Barbara does not manifest a single disorder, she 

is a strong, self-confident woman who is able to interact with the other tenants without a 
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problem. She is social and friendly. If we look at her family history, we can read hints of a 

strong support expressed in her sisters with whom she is in regular contact. In contrast, the 

characters of Matt and Marion, whose family environment was non-existent, present fatalistic 

disorders resulting in their death or deaths of the others. They are not guilty of their 

predicaments, their families are. Matt lost his mother during birth and was subsequently rejected 

by his father, who was the person responsible for the correct personality development, for 

securing the child and providing necessary emotional support. In the case of Marion, her parents 

were negligent people, probably suffering from similar issues that later affected Marion herself. 

Their total failure as parents resulted in the horrible life Marion lead despite her seemingly 

joyful nature, manifesting in acts of disrespect, disinterest, and contempt to anything but her 

hedonist values, which ultimately caused her morbid death. 

The second important factor of the final message of the story lies in the relationships we 

create to other people. Similary to the characters of the book, we are also forced to interact with 

other individuals on daily basis, creating bonds and influencing each other. The artistic 

exaggeration of Fransman´s comics offers us an insight into the complexity of relationships 

between people suffering more or less from some form of psychological issues. And we should 

not lie to ourselves, we are probably also not perfect examples of trouble-free people. Our 

family experience from our development, all the support and influence of our parents, have 

shaped our behaviour and created the persons we are. We carry the weight of our history in 

every action we perform. So does other people. Better understanding of the people around us 

can result in more hospitable and stable environment and can prevent total disintegration of our 

lives. Ironically, it probably could not prevent the destruction of the house in the story. As the 

quality of lives of its tenants deteriorated, only the deus ex machina could provide the needed 

catharsis to somehow conclude their suffering. Some of them were beyond redemption and even 



63 
 

the fall of the house could not release them. For others the explosion meant the final cracking 

of the mental chain that held them in their personal hell. 

 

(Figure 31, 193) 
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