‘The Ideal Husband’: Visualising the Nuclear Family in Fun Home (2006)

 Both whiteness and heterosexuality are naturalised and normalised by appropriating the nuclear family as a regulatory ideal that inferiorises and discredits alternative experiences, structures and meanings” (Chambers, 2001, 5) 

The nature of family life has become increasingly difficult to define in an ever-changing modern Western society, yet the nuclear family continues to be the cultural norm, as highlighted by Deborah Chambers. Arguing further that nuclear families naturalise ‘hierarchies of race, class, gender, and sexuality’, nuclear families can be seen to contribute towards the maintenance of traditional binaries and stereotypes (Chambers, 2001, 16). In relation to binaries, non-traditional family structures can be seen to represent the Other within this hierarchy, in which Simone de Beauvoir asserts ‘no group ever sets itself up as the One without at once setting the Other over against itself’ (2010, 6). On the surface, Alison Bechdel’s family as portrayed in her graphic memoir Fun Home (2006) embody the nuclear family. Yet the text destabilises the concept of the nuclear family, showing how adhering to being ‘the One’ is very much performative. Monica Pearl argues that ‘in a family that is short on interconnectivity, this is something they have in common: a sexual identity that ruptures family (not to mention societal) expectations’ (2008, 286-287). I would argue that with the nuclear family being ‘the regulatory ideal’, it functions as a space to conceal otherness from society. Bruce Bechdel’s family protects his true sexual identity from being discovered, therefore protecting him from being read as ‘the Other’ as he performs as the stereotypical paternal figure, particularly outside the space of the home. By destabilising the myth of the nuclear family as a ‘regulatory ideal’, Bechdel’s memoir challenges the image of the nuclear family that has been perpetuated in Western society, through Bechdel’s depictions of her family’s struggles and trauma. Principally, I argue that destabilisation of the nuclear family occurs through the exploration of parallels created between Alison’s coming out story alongside discovering her father’s sexuality, the space of the funeral home as a family home, and finally how Bruce disrupts masculine ideals through both performing and deviating from them in public and private spaces. Through the lens of Chambers’ model, I seek to question the extent of how Fun Home challenges conventions of the nuclear family. 

Firstly, David M. Ball suggests that ‘the parallel narrative of Alison’s coming out is tightly imbricated within and mirrored by Bruce’s tragedy, complementing and at times competing with her father’s story for the center of the memoir’s narrative attention’ (2013, 4). Indeed there are several elements of the family’s story incorporating the ‘narrative attention’, yet I would argue that rather than ‘competing’ with her father’s narrative, Alison’s narrative primarily complements Bruce’s story, allowing her both to explore her discovery of her sexuality, and learn more about her father’s character simultaneously. Whilst Bechdel draws attention to their difficult relationship, she describes herself as his ‘intellectual companion’, in ‘active collaboration’ when sharing their love of literature (2006, 198).  Literature establishes the bond between father and daughter and is used to highlight the nature of Alison and her father’s relationship, whether it is the ‘burst of tenderness’ she feels when they share books, or in the various allusions to works of literature to explain her family’s dynamic to the reader (Bechdel, 2006, 204). Literature creates a bond between father and daughter, despite Bechdel’s depiction of Bruce as a distant father figure for much of the text. Yet, instances such as his ‘energetic coaching from the corner’, when Alison struggles with her literature class, reinforces their bond despite Alison being away at college (Bechdel, 201). What is more, the cyclical nature of the first and final panels of the memoir also allow their bond to bookend the text, showing the ‘rare physical contact’ they shared, playing ‘airplane’, and finally the panel depicting Bruce catching Alison in the water, ‘in the tricky reverse narrative that impels our entwined stories, he was there to catch me when I leapt’ (Bechdel, 2006, 3, 232). Despite Bechdel highlighting how rare this physical bond is, she nevertheless visually reminds the reader of their ‘entwined stories’, and how both of their narratives importantly connect with one another.

As mentioned, a significant way in which these narratives are interrelated is through the exploration of sexuality. Notably, this is depicted through different visual mediums within the panels and the style of the graphic narrative, using archiving through the illustration of letters, book pages and other documents to enhance the visual style. Taking ‘full advantage of the structural potential of the comics form, a nonchronological potential’ as Kate McCullough argues, Bechdel draws from different sources to create a collage aesthetic, emphasising the family element of the narrative (2018, 380). These intertextual elements combined with the significance of the family establishes the text as a collective memoir. Robyn Warhol argues that these images go ‘beyond what prose autobiography typically can achieve’ in their production of ‘a depth-effect to characterization’ (2011, 4). For example, on page 197, Bechdel juxtaposes the panels of dictionary definitions exploring ‘father’ and correlates them with Alison examining her father’s identity and tries to make sense of who he was or could have been. For example, she imagines her father’s life as an openly gay man, walking in a pride parade dressed in a crop top and shorts, presenting this stereotypical appearance to contrast with an illustration of Bruce as a ‘lowering, malevolent presence’, dressed in a more conventionally masculine suit (2006, 197). Imagining her father in this way both indicates the way in which he hid his identity, but also draws upon the ways in which society reads homosexuality and what visual indicators depict otherness. Another instance of the technique of drawing from the dictionary shows Bechdel weaving Alison’s experience of coming out into the main narrative. For example, the larger panel introducing the chapter ‘That Old Catastrophe’ focuses upon the dictionary entry for ‘queer’, alongside its different meanings (Bechdel, 2006, 57). Following on we see Alison at her typewriter, with ‘I am a lesbian’ the focus of the panel in large typewriter font, introducing another visual medium through the letter (Bechdel, 2006, 58). This connection of different visual mediums bridges the difficulties in Alison coming out to her parents, the ‘exchange of difficult letters with my mother’, and her mother revealing her father’s homosexuality to Alison on the phone (Bechdel, 2006, 58). ‘In a manner consistent with ‘my bookish upbringing’, Alison’s discovery of her own sexuality adds to the prominence of literature in the novel (Bechdel, 2006, 74). Using panels with illustrations of books, this adds to the visual storytelling elements that are key to the graphic narrative form. Thus, seeing Alison’s experience through these different visual mediums contrasts with the previously unspoken experiences of her father, with Alison creating connections between them to fill the gaps that have been left by his death and the secrets he kept from his family. 

Furthermore, Bechdel also explores her father displaying both archetypal masculine and feminine behaviour. Michael S. Kimmel argues that ‘masculinity has become a relentless test by which we prove to other men, to women, and ultimately ourselves, that we have successfully mastered the part’ (1994, 139). The inclusion of ‘test’ and ‘part’ suggests the constructed nature of masculinity, rooted in keeping up appearances and adhering to fixed ideas as opposed to fluidity. Bechdel draws attention to her father’s more effeminate behaviour within the domestic sphere, for example, noting ‘of all his domestic inclinations, my father’s decided bent for gardening was the most redolent to me of that other, most deeply disturbing bent’ (2006, 90). His passion for maintaining the house indicates his lack of traditionally masculine behaviour, and ties the house to Bechdel’s deliberation over his hidden sexuality, which I will discuss later. The panel showing a ‘chink in my family’s armor, an undefended gap in the circle of our wagons’, introduces the binary oppositions Bechdel uses to compare herself to her father, showing a split panel where her father arranges flowers, whilst she watches a western film on the television (2006, 95). Alongside Bruce’s embodiment of perceived feminine behaviour, Bechdel includes her father’s criticisms of her own lack of interest in performing femininity. Describing themselves as ‘not only…inverts. We were inversions of one another’, Bechdel recounts how she ‘wanted the muscles and tweed like my father wanted the velvet and pearls’, showing how their ideas of gender expression were at odds with wider society’s expectations (2006, 98-99). Yet, Bruce seems to want Alison to embody traditional femininity, as shown in the panels when they visit a diner together. Seeing the ‘bull dyke’ enter the diner prompts different responses from them both. McCullough argues that:

The bull dyke is understood by Bruce, the narrator, and the reader as a proleptic appearance of Alison’s future, as well as an analeptic resurgence of Bruce’s past: she is a figure who simultaneously enacts a pre-Stonewall model of queerness and a utopian promise of Alison’s queer futurity (2018, 386)

Alison recognises her ‘with a surge of joy’, with this woman personifying how Alison wishes to express herself, with Alison not realising ‘there were women who wore men’s clothes and had men’s haircuts’ (Bechdel 2006, 118-119). Using the word ‘recognise’ for both herself and her father, this represents McCullough’s idea as to how both characters respond to the ‘bull dyke’ differently. ‘Is that what you want to look like?’, is initially read by a young Alison as her father’s critique of her current aversion towards feminine expression, yet through revisiting this memory within the memoir, Bechdel’s inclusion of this memory indicates a connection to a ‘resurgence of Bruce’s past’, and his repressed sexuality (2006, 118). Yet, in stating that ‘it’s imprecise and insufficient, defining the homosexual as a person whose gender expression is at odds with his or her sex’, highlights the significance of Bruce’s criticisms of Alison’s gender expression, and that her observations of her father’s interests such as the ‘decided bent for gardening’ should not be taken as face value as the way in which she defines his own homosexuality (Bechdel, 2006, 97). At this stage of the narrative, Alison’s examination of gender through both her expression and Bruce’s gender expression reveals that they are both at odds with the conventions of masculinity and femininity. Bruce’s desire for Alison to embody traditional femininity can be read as a protective strategy for his daughter, just as he has concealed his identity through the space of the home.  Thus, through exploring her own gender expression as a child, juxtaposing a young Alison alongside her observations of Bruce enables Bechdel to gain an understanding of her father’s gender expression.

Moreover, Bechdel’s depiction of her family’s appearance evokes the themes of secrecy and control over a public image. Alison again turns to literature to try and make sense of her family, using the Addams Family as a point of reference, comparing herself to Wednesday Addams. Significantly, Alison’s Addams Family references not only allude to the Gothic aesthetic of the Bechdel home, but also to the seemingly fictious nature of her family, in the sense that the nuclear family creates a fictional world to protect themselves, particularly Bruce from judgement and prejudice. Furthermore, Pearl argues that Bruce’s family functions as an opposition to everything he truly wants from his life:

Fun Home is riven with Bechdel’s ambivalent descriptions and illustrations of her father’s preoccupations with not the home but the house itself, with great literature rather than the daily narratives of his family, and with the young men he cannot have rather than the young children he does have, but does not want, or does not know how to love (2008, 299)

Bruce’s interests in the house and ‘great literature’ are at odds with archetypal masculinity yet performing family life allows his interests to be disguised. The language used by Bechdel portrays family life for Bruce as being about maintaining an image of enjoying family life. For instance, Bechdel argues that their roles as children gave ‘the air of authenticity we lent to his exhibit. A sort of ‘still life with children’, and that Bruce ‘appeared to be an ideal husband’ (Bechdel, 2006, 13-17). The panels depicting the family photo being taken and the Sunday service again show a maintenance of the image of the traditional nuclear family. Showing his skill to ‘make things appear to be what they were not’, the church service shows tension between Bruce presenting himself as the heteronormative father figure against Bechdel’s illustration of him glancing towards the altar boys, complicating his image as the ‘ideal husband’ (2006, 16-17). Bechdel highlights the impact of maintaining this façade through her mother, showing the difference between two passport photos in the panels. The first photo evokes more happiness than the second, after learning about of one of Bruce’s affairs, where her ‘luminous face has gone dull’, with Bechdel depicting through photography the pressure placed on Helen (2006, 72).

Furthermore, the space of the funeral home is significant in exposing the family’s unconventional dynamic, and additionally the ‘uncanny ghosts of repressed desires’, shown in Bruce (Lyndenberg, 2012, 58). Firstly, this dynamic is portrayed through the metaphor of the ‘artists colony’. Alison initially states that she ‘cemented the unspoken compact with them…that I would carry on to live the artist’s life they had each abdicated’ (Bechdel, 2006, 73). Despite the creative traits Bechdel emphasizes in her parents, from her father’s love of literature to her mother’s passion for theatre, Bechdel portrays this at odds with nuclear family life, that these fervent interests struggle to co-exist easily in the home. Yet, through the description of the space of the home as ‘an artists’ colony’, and how they ‘were absorbed in our [their] separate pursuits’ where ‘in this isolation, our [their] creativity took on an aspect of compulsion’, highlights both a bond over creative pursuits but also distance and isolation between the family members (Bechdel, 2006, 134). Portraying her family as silhouettes within their own bubbles in different areas of the house, absorbed in their various interests such as music and art, this ‘compulsion’ is shown to create an emotional separation, portraying the separated, disjointed nature of family life. In addition, a key aspect of the home is Bruce’s obsession with interior design. Lyndenberg asserts that Bruce ‘constructs a heteronormative family home within which his interior design obsession nevertheless exposes him’ (2012, 58). Bechdel argues that ‘his greatest achievement, arguably, was his monomaniacal restoration of our old house’, rather than his own family living there as one would expect (2006, 4). Whilst Bruce is attached to the house as a reflection of his creative expression, Bechdel frequently draws attention to the minimal emotional connection he shares with his children, through his lack of paternal care towards them, enlisting them as helpers in his renovation projects rather than interacting with them as his children. Bechdel describing how Bruce’s ‘arrival home from work cast a cold pall on the peaceable kingdom where mom, Christian, and I spent our days’, conveys his disruption and incompatibility with the family dynamic created by Helen (2006, 197). Describing him as an ‘alchemist of appearance, a savant of surface, a Daedalus of décor’, Bechdel’s appreciation of Bruce’s interior design ties his preoccupation with the house’s appearance with his efforts to maintain a false appearance (2006, 6). Whilst acknowledging his creative skill with the reference to Daedalus, she nevertheless, uses words such as ‘appearance’ and ‘surface’ to foreshadow the uncovering of secrecy surrounding Bruce’s identity in the novel. Whilst having a family home maintains an air of ‘normality’, Bruce’s non-masculine behaviours are kept behind closed doors in the privacy of the home. 

To conclude, Fun Home, responds to Chambers’ model of family through recognising the nuclear family’s role in regulating a sense of ‘normality’ within society. Yet by showing how ‘alternative experiences’ do take place within the nuclear family Bechdel suggests that they still remain to be repressed and kept private within the space of the home. The strain on Bruce and Helen’s marriage, Bruce’s homosexual affairs and his lack of archetypal masculine interests are concealed within the confines of the funeral home, whilst traditional family photos continue to be taken, and appearances kept on regular visits to church, maintaining the illusion of the happy and functional nuclear family. As Pearl has argued, the Bechdel family indeed ‘ruptures’ expectations of a stereotypical nuclear family, through its unconventional, at times awkward dynamic, and by functioning as the ‘artists’ colony’. What is also significant within this text is Alison’s exploration of her own homosexuality alongside her father’s narrative, using her personal memories and what she discovers about him following on from his death to make sense of his own experiences. The form of the graphic narrative is particularly useful in portraying Alison making sense of her family’s character, with its scrapbook effect of photographs, letters, and extracts from novels to convey this exploration. Bechdel by no means draws attention to her father’s forms of gender expression as a way of scrutinizing him as a father. Rather, this approach aids her in understanding her family’s narrative, and to fill in the gaps created by the private nature of his life. Despite what the nuclear family represents and upholds, Fun Home’s exploration of queerness ties in with family life and the family’s identity. It shows how something that society views as the norm can coexist with otherness, thus destabilising what the nuclear family is believed to uphold. 
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