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The term “concept” belongs to the domain of cognitive linguistics. A concept is a mental unit of our mind that reflects the knowledge and experience of a person. Concepts help us maintain our knowledge of the world, classify information in our mind and communicate with other people. 
A human mind contains mental representations of different kinds, but the basic concepts are expressed in language through both lexis and grammar. For that reason, the best way to define the aspects of a certain concept is by analyzing its linguistic manifestations – words and expressions connected with it, the contexts in which it is used, etc. 

My research relies on the theory introduced by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. According to them, our conceptual system is metaphorical in nature. The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another. One complex mental field usually corresponds with simpler and more material mental fields. [Lakoff: 45] Metaphors can bring to the foreground different aspects of a concept, and thus they influence people’s comprehension of their activities and of the world in general. Thus they structure our perception of the reality we live in.

This approach is used in the present work. It aims to analyze the manifestations of two universal concepts – Life and Death – in two contemporary works of verbal art: the American novel “The Hours” by Michael Cunningham and the Canadian novel “The Blind Assassin” by Margaret Atwood. By eliciting different aspects of representing the two concepts in the novels, one can reach a more profound perception of the corresponding worldview and the way mental entities are expressed through language.
As an example let us take the manifestations of the concepts Life and Death connected with Laura Brown, one of the main characters of “The Hours”. Here several conceptual metaphors come to the foreground:

Life is duty, Death is freedom

Life is difficulty, Death is simplicity

Life is performance, Death is reality

Life and Death as objects of love. 

Let us now look more closely at the conceptual metaphor Life is difficulty, Death is simplicity. 
It can be seen throughout the novel that Laura Brown is not content with her life. She tries to bake a cake for her husband’s birthday, and the task is perceived by her as a very important one. In a way, this cake for her is a symbol of their marriage: “What Laura regrets, what she can hardly bear, is the cake. … Still she had hoped to create something finer, something more significant, than what she’s produced, even with its smooth surface and its centered message. She wants (she admits to herself) a dream of cake manifested as an actual cake; a cake invested with an undeniable sense of comfort, of bounty. … She has failed. She wishes she didn’t mind. Something, she thinks, is wrong with her.” Though the cake looks normal, Laura hates it because it is not what she wants. She understands that “something is wrong with her”, that most people would enjoy living the kind of life she lives. But for the character, her life is difficult, and she always feels she does not succeed no matter how hard she tries. The word “failed” is significant here, it will be repeated throughout the novel. 

On the contrary, turning away from her life is easy and simple for her. When she leaves her house for some hours in order to be alone and read her book in a hotel room, she experiences a feeling of satisfaction. Entering the hotel room, she observes: “It was so far away from her life. It was so easy.” Laura Brown is surprised that leaving behind the constant difficulty and inevitable failure of leading an ordinary life is so easy to do. While she is lying on a bed in the hotel room, the idea of killing herself comes to her mind. The character thinks she would say to the people around her: “I couldn’t manage, you had no idea; I didn’t want to try anymore.” The words “manage” and “to try” are semantically connected with the notion of difficulty. Life for Laura Brown is a constant attempt to perform the daily routine and act as if she were happy. She is always afraid of making a mistake. 

Later, while returning home, she compares dying to checking into a hotel: “Laura keeps stroking her belly. It would be as simple, she thinks, as checking into a hotel. It would be as simple as that.” The thought that it is possible to die gives her “comfort”, though she understands that it would be “evil.” At this moment, she realizes that dying is a way to escape all the difficulties of life that she cannot tolerate. The thought of Virginia Woolf, “virginal, unbalanced, defeated by the impossible demands of life and art”, makes her think that she would understand her, that Virginia was also unable to endure the everyday challenges of life. For Laura, imagining the defeated Virginia Woolf is another way of thinking about her own “failure.”
The present research has shown that through analyzing manifestations of the concepts “Life” and “Death” in works of verbal art, one can reach a more profound understanding of the author’s message and worldview.
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