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a b s t r a c t 
The epileptic seizure is in many cultures associated with death. Indo-European tradition perceives death not 
necessarily as the end but as a step, as a point the life cycle is passing through. The epileptic seizure may be 
seen as a transient form of death, which offers some symmetry with the biblical story of the death and 
resurrection of Christ. This article, originating from a case report, shows how some Christian painting alludes 
to renaissance after a seizure and to the parallelism between the patient with epilepsy and the destiny of 
Christ. Special attention is paid to Raphael’s, in this respect particularly complex work, TheTransfiguration. 
  
1. Introduction 

 
Miracles and miraculous healing are a classic theme in the Holy Bible. In the case of the healing of the 
‘‘possessed” boy (St. Mark IX.14–29, St. Matthew XVII.14–21, and St. Luke IX.37–43), Christian iconography in 
most cases shows Jesus blessing the child and/or forcefully driving the evil spirit out of his mouth or head, but 
some pictures seem to allude to a peculiar symmetry between the (‘‘possessed”) boy with epilepsy and the son 
of God: both of them go through a state of apparent death. This article addresses this issue with particular 
attention to Raphael’s last painting, The Transfiguration. 

 
2. Philosophical background 

 
Because of the sudden loss of movement and consciousness, the state of inanimation in an epileptic seizure, 
different times and cultures have consistently considered epilepsy as something similar to death, may it be 
transient . From conversations with patients and their families, it sometimes becomes apparent that this 
ancient and popular intuition is still felt today. In a personal case, a young student presenting with temporal 
lobe epilepsy described his experience during an aura this way: 

" The anguish goes through my stomach and comes up to my throat. . .. I lift my hand to my forehead, lift my 
eyes: I am behind a glass pane. The landscape has changed, it is mortuary.Deep despair fills me and tells me it 
is all over. I am going to die. . .. At that moment there is no time factor. I am there for eternity . . . I need to 
tell someone I am leaving very far away for if there is no one there I will never come back . . . I have 
to scream. I need a human being to pull me up to the surface, to hold me, to give me warmth. For I am going 
to die. That is a certainty. . .. I try to make a last movement with my hand or my eye, but I am powerless. I 
drift into this experience of horror." 

A year later the patient commented on his text and said he no longer knew whether his seizure was like death 
or a birth. The beginning of a seizure makes him slip from a physical state to a state of mind. He intellectually 
knows that one does not die from a seizure and yet he is convinced every time that he is going to die and that 
this time it will be the end. 

 Hypnos (sleep) is, in Greek mythology, the younger brother of Thanatos (death). The epileptic seizure is, apart 
from sleep, which Aristotle considered ‘‘in a way . . . as an epilepsy” [6], the essential human experience of 
what looks much like a transient form of death. In the Christian religion, the death of Christ and 
his resurrection offer one possible framework for an understanding of the epileptic seizure as a circular 
experience of death and rebirth. 

 
3. Iconographic material 

 
 The first reproduction (Fig. 1) comes from the Book of Characteristics,the fundamental work of a Franciscan 
monk called Bartholomew the English which the French king Charles V had translated into French in the middle 
of the 15th century. The chapter entitled  ‘‘Serious Scourge the Physicians call Epilencie” contains this 
miniature.We can see a young man lying on his back in a position reminiscent of a seizure. A hat on the floor 
indicates the young man’s fall. In the forefront are two hyacinths. Hyacinths! The choice of those flowers is 
undoubtedly symbolic [7]. In Greek mythology the young Hyakinthos is accidentally hit by the disk his 
friend Apollo throws during a competition. He enters the cycle of dying and rebirthing as he undergoes a 
metamorphosis by being reborn in the form of a flower he gives his name to (the ancient, dark hyacinth, Iris 
germanica or foetidissima, is different from what we call now hyacinths [8]. 



This myth reveals the idea that death may not be the end and offers the perspective of a rebirth in a different 
shape. This concept of transition appears even deeper when we learn that the cult of Hyakinthos has its very 
roots in the ancient, pre-Hellenic myth of Demeter. Demeter (lit. «Earth Mother») is known as the Goddess of 
fertility and ‘‘the bringer of seasons”. When her daughter Persephone is abducted—while gathering various 
flowers, among them Hyacinths [8]—by Hades to the underworld, she obtains that her child turns back every 
year for a season on earth—and again the Earth is blooming. Thanks to Demeter, Persephone, forced to the 
realm of death, nevertheless always turns back on earth. Therefore Demeter was a frequent character on 
sarcophaguses. 

 The dark flower bearing the name of Hyakinthos was associated with death and mourning and traditionally 
placed on tombs. For that reason Hyacinths were also used at the ceremony of Demeter [8]. 

 
The 3-day ceremony ‘‘Hyacinthia” celebrated at Amyklai in honour of Hyakinthos seems to have been a 
symbolic representation of the sequence of end and new beginning of nature [8]. So in the myth of Hyakinthos 
we find the ideas of succession, fertility, death and rebirth, the idea of a lifecycle, which is a basic concept of 
Indo- European culture. The author of this miniature was a visionary and through this flower he expressed the 
concept of a seizure as a transient state of death. 

 The next workg (Fig. 2) is a classic votive painting on glass; there is a pietà, a martyred saint up in the sky, a 
monastery, and a child with epilepsy convulsing on the floor while her mother is praying for her. The saint 
represented here, as you can read, is St. Anastasia. 
The Greek prefix an means ‘‘toward the top” and statos means ‘‘to be standing.” In Greek Anasteno means ‘‘I 
lift from death.” Anastasia is therefore the ‘‘resurrected” one (the figure of St. Anastasia is quite complex, in 
Christian tradition composed of confounding elements of Anastasia from Sirmium in the Middle East, which 
might be historical, Anastasia from Rome, and Anastasia pharmakolytria, i.e., ‘‘gifted with the power to heal,” 
from Constantinople [9]) and this gift of resurrection, should pass on to the child and bring it 
back to life. 

 
The next painting has become the logo of the Michael Foundation  for persons with epilepsy in Germany (Fig. 
3). It is called The Red Curtain or Homage to Vincent. It is the result of the art therapy sessions of a person 
with epilepsy who had never painted before 
[7]. The color red that dominates the painting warns us and points out the danger. The upset chair, as well as 
the tense and crooked position of the patient on the floor, expresses the violence of the seizure. The face 
evokes a self-portrait of Van Gogh. The blue, open eyes reflect the blue sky in Provence we see through the slit 
of the curtain. 

 Black birds stick out on that bright, summer sky. They are crows, deathly messengers as Van Gogh painted 
them 3 weeks prior to his own death (Pascal Bonnafous, personal communication), in a painting called The 
Wheat Fields with Crows. 

 Miraculous healing of possessed persons, including those with epilepsy, is traditionally symbolized in medieval 
painting by an evil spirit, a black devil, forced by the blessing of Jesus or a faithful saint to leave the possessed 
through the mouth or the head [10]. The crows appear here as a distant echo of this figurative tradition— a 
distant echo with a notable difference: medieval Christian, presumably healthy painters depict the moment of 
the healing, a moment of glory of the Lord, whereas in the self-experience of this person with epilepsy, the 
crows represent the continuous threat and, in fact, in identification with her Master, she committed 
suicide after leaving the hospital. 

 The next paintings all deal with the verse on the ‘‘diabolical epileptic.” The description in the bible leaves 
hardly any space for doubt: it is the case of a person with epilepsy. St. Mark IX.14–29, St. Matthew XVII.14–21, 
and St. Luke IX.37–43 all follow the same chronology in relating the healing of a young boy with epilepsy, 
preceded by the transfiguration of Christ in the presence of Peter, James, and John. 

 We start with this very beautiful Ottonian illumination (Fig. 4).This is the first known miniature—it dates from 
990—representing a lunatic child being healed. It comes from a gospel book made by Benedictine monks from 
the island of Reichenau at Lake Constance in Germany, for Emperor Otto III, crowned in Rome in 996 [11]. 
The golden background of the miniature reveals Byzantine influence, but even more so, the gold spreads the 
glimmer of eternity over the work of art and thereby to the person to whom it is addressed, the Emperor of the 
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, then just 10 years old. 



 This work illustrates the healing of the ”diabolical epileptic.” Onthe left we see the father holding his 
convulsing son. The boy’s eyes are rolled upward; his mouth half-open seems to let out the evil spirit. The 
representation of the hands is dramatic: they are overdimensioned, crooked, turned around, and clawlike. 
They express despair and the convulsions the father tries to contain. His eyes, as well as those of the other 
characters, are turned toward Christ who extends his hand toward the young boy, tenderly blessing him, while 
his body and the way his head is bent to the side show his closeness and the compassion he bares for the 
possessed boy. 

 
 Two complete Byzantine Bible illuminations of the four scriptures are known: the manuscript Laur. VI.23, kept 
in the Medicea- Laurenziana library (Florence) [12], and the manuscript Grec. 74, kept in the Bibliothèque 
Nationale (Paris) [13]. Both illustrate step by step the verses of the bible from the four evangelists, and both 
illustrate the biblical story of the son with epilepsy (Figs. 5 and 6). 

 
From Laur. VI.23 we reproduce (Fig. 5) fol. 35v, the illustration of St. Matthew XVII.14–18 (fol. 80v illustrating 
St. Mark IX.17–29, and fol. 125v illustrating St. Luke IX.38–43 can be seen as Supplementary Material of this 
article). In the technique of a cartoon, this illumination shows the father on his knees (on the left), dressed in 
red, urging Jesus to heal his son, who ‘‘falls into the fire and often into the water” (in the middle), whereas on 
the right, the father leads the disturbed, possessed-looking son with his uncombed hairto Jesus, whose 
commanding hand forces the evil spirit to come out of the mouth of the boy. 
 
 The next miniature, Grec. 74 (Fig. 6), is from a Byzantine manuscript supposedly from the 11th century. On 
the left we can see a group of Apostles and Christ with his hand firmly extended, blessing a group of three 
nude figures. Thanks to the nude bodies and a sort of headband in the hair, we realize it is one same person in 
the three cases. The corresponding gospel is St. Mark IX.17–29: 

"After screaming and having violently shaken the child, he (the evil spirit) came out and the child seemed 
dead, to the point that most of those present said ‘‘he has died!” But Jesus held his hand, lifted him and he 
stood up." 

 
The person lying on the stones and in the thorny brushwood represents the boy after the epileptic fall, while 
above his head the evil spirit is leaving him. Behind, the same boy is standing, looking for his balance, curbed 
but blessed, blessed and therefore healed. He is doubled by a dark, aerial figure, floating in the air, an elegant 
representation of the ‘‘somber spirit” as the demon is called in the Orthodox Bible. His somber ‘‘alter ego” is 
detaching himself from the blessed. 

The seizure is over, but the young man still has on his breast the bloody wounds caused by the brushwood, 
stigmata, which in our interpretation, foreshadow the flagellation and the crown of thorns of the Son of God. 

This proximity between the Son of God and the son with epilepsy has a metaphysical dimension: aside from 
sleep, it is the epileptic seizure that struck people in ancient times because it leaves the subject completely 
inanimate, but in a transitional manner. As St. Mark said, ‘‘he became as if dead, to the point that most said, 
he has passed away.” He remains motionless, mute and without any reaction, in other terms without any sign 
of life. Yet he literally rises from ‘‘death,” a very particular experience he shares with Jesus. 

This miniature is particularly beautiful with its golden leaves, Jesus and four apostles on the left, the 
alternating colors in the clothing, and the use of the color red in the two characters standing on either side of 
the group of women on the right. 

 
The next miniature (Fig. 7) from the 13th century is taken from a Byzantine Orthodox manuscript from the 
monastery of Iviron on Mount Athos, Greece. On the left we can see Christ with Peter, James, and John, and to 
the right, a father with two other persons. The son with epilepsy is in the middle of the painting; his body is in 
a strange position that resembles the Greek letter chi (v) or the English X. This shape of the cross may not have 
been chosen at random, but possibly to symbolize a Chrismon (see below). 

  

 


