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“I dreamt of lost detectives
in the convex mirror of the Arnolfinis
our generation, our perspectives
our model of fear.”
—Roberto Bolaño, “The Frozen Detectives”

In the autobiographical illustrated novel Fun Home, Alison Bechdel uses various art
styles and comic techniques to examine her father’s life as a closeted gay man and his tragic
suicide, as well as her own childhood and experience with homosexuality. Through this medium,
Bechdel showcases different visual perspectives and ways of bearing witness to the past,
memory, trauma, and interpersonal relationships, showing how they converge to create the story
of how one generation’s model of queer identity can impact and shape the next. Like the mirror
at the center of Jan van Eyck’s The Arnolfini Portrait, Bechdel presents multiple points-of-view
in her exploration of queer life, bears witness to her father’s life as a closeted gay man, and, in
many ways, presents their shared experiences with homosexuality as mirror images—similar, but
divergent in key ways.
Surrounded by images of the Passion of Christ, the mirror at the center of Arnolfini and
its overall meaning have long been a source of debate. In addition to the allusions to Christ, it
presents another visual perspective of the painting’s central figures—engaging in what is
believed by many to be the sacrament of marriage—with two additional figures depicted from
this new angle. The artist’s signature appears prominently above the mirror, tying him directly to
its contents. From within the mirror, these figures bear witness to a complex social act, offer a
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new perspective, and observe the connections of this act to the weight of history and social
perception.
In many ways, Fun Home functions as this mirror, reflecting and revealing new details
and perspectives behind the family portrait featured on its cover, with its author, Alison Bechdel,
functioning as both the artist and the person within the mirror (similarly, many art historians
have argued that one of the figures within the mirror in Arnolfini may represent a self-portrait of
van Eyck himself). The graphic-novel medium also offers Bechdel opportunities to, as Jennifer
Lemberg argues, bear witness to her past and reveal “moments of perception that offer
illuminating forms of knowledge crucial to her development as a woman, a lesbian, and an artist
both within and outside the visual field” (130). These moments of witness further underscore the
critical importance of visibility in the novel’s explorations of gender expression and queer life, as
well as the impact of parental influence on both.
Unlike Arnolfini, however, Fun Home tells its particular story through the medium of
sequential art, which is in many ways unique in its engagement of yet another critical witness:
the reader. To accomplish this, Bechdel employs a wide-range of techniques, including varied
panel transitions, text both in narrative form above panels and in dialogue bubbles within, and
multiple art styles—from the more abstract “cartoon” style pervasive through the majority of the
work to photo-realistic people and objects. These techniques allow her to both place herself
within the story—through the re-creation of archival photographs and her depictions of her past
self as a cartoon—and without of the story—through her role as narrator—as well as to engage
the reader in what Scott McCloud describes in Understanding Comics as the “silent dance of the
seen and the unseen, the visible and the invisible” (92). In doing so, Bechdel crafts a unique
investigation of queer identity, self-discovery, and family dynamics that solicits varied degrees
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of participation from the reader. Further, it is the visuals themselves, the interplay between them,
and the interplay between the illustrations and the viewer/reader that distinguish Fun Home’s
particular exploration of queer identity. Through this visual interplay, the graphic novel explores
the very concept of perspective itself: how we see others, how others see us, and how that
impacts how we see ourselves.
From the beginning, Bechdel establishes how the act of seeing plays not only a pivotal
role in the story, but in the creation of memory and the understanding of intrafamily dynamics.
The novel’s cover bears the image of a family portrait, which we are quickly shown again from
two different perspectives—Bechdel’s and her father’s—highlighting the role of point-of-view as
critical to the novel’s exploration of the past:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. front cover, 16–17)
These three images are significant in terms of what they establish early on. Her father’s quest for
perfection—represented by his determination to capture the perfect family photograph and his
willingness to ignore his family’s discomfort in the process—is on display, as is his desire to
“make things appear to be what they were not” (16). The description of her father’s “skillful
artifice,” similarly nods to the internalized homophobia and closeted homosexuality that are later
revealed as central to his story. Bechdel’s own photograph and memory of the moment,
meanwhile, shows the family as less-than-perfect: her brother wiping his nose, the color far less
pronounced, her father’s stone-faced expression. Notably, however, she casts aside the
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“tempting” notion of reducing the family to the overly simplified binaries of “real” vs. “fake” or
“perfect” vs. “imperfect”—her family is not a “sham,” as she later asserts: they “really were a
family, and we really did live in those period rooms” (17). Here, Bechdel clearly establishes her
position, as Ann Cvetkovich argues in “Drawing the Archive,” of the “sympathetic witness who
can make available the rich and contradictory story of his life so that he is something more than a
pedophile, suicide, or tragic homosexual” (113). Once again, in this moment, the novel positions
Bechdel and her father as mirror images of one another and highlights how her observations of
him as a child will play a significant role in general, and as we later learn, in the understanding
of her own queer identity as an adult.
There is a critical third act of seeing in these three images, however: that of the reader.
The first family portrait, positioned outside of the story on the novel’s cover and without a
photographer visually portrayed, places the emphasis on the reader as the third-party observer of
the dynamics of the seemingly perfect family that the story will explore. The father is noticeably
absent, presumably taking the photograph, as we will later learn, though as readers we are not yet
aware of that fact. The novel, therefore, asks the reader to make assumptions about the family
portrait before presenting the history of this image through the lens of Bechdel and her father,
thereby emphasizing the reader-as-witness nature of the story. This is just one way in which
Bechdel invites the reader to participate in the act of seeing, and her use of visual clues
throughout the novel is another such example. Together, they combine to illustrate the various
external and internal structures of intrafamily relationships at play.
Just as she depicts her father meticulously restoring the physical exterior of their home
and the walls that surround them, Bechdel uses visual clues to build the emotional world of the
family within it, drawing the reader to both external and interpersonal details. She writes of her
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father, “my brothers and I were free labor. Dad considered us extensions of his own body, like
precision robot arms” (13). It is fitting that this statement is proceeded and followed by images
of the children helping their father, but once this notion is established, Bechdel calls the reader’s
attention to this detail subtly throughout the story in panels unrelated to the home restoration
itself: her description of the vast carpeted rooms of the funeral home is paired with an image of
herself alone in the large vacant room, vacuuming (36). Similarly, in depicting her fear of being
alone in the casket room, she illustrates herself polishing their surfaces (38). These visual clues,
interspersed throughout the story, represent as Lemberg argues, “that which would otherwise
remain unseen” (131). On the surface, the acts of vacuuming and polishing might ordinarily go
unnoticed, particularly within the context of a funeral home. As readers, however, we assign
weight to these visual clues because we have been told to. We know that, according to Bechdel,
her father sees his children as “free labor” and that he “treated his furniture like children and his
children like furniture”; naturally, our eye finds these details later, whether consciously or
unconsciously, creating a visual through-line that we are able to follow as Bechdel builds the
larger emotional tapestry behind the cover’s family portrait (14).
As McCloud argues, this interplay between the artist and the reader, joined together in a
dance between what is revealed and what is observed, is unique to the medium of comics. In
film, he continues, the spaces between images are “continuous, largely involuntary, and virtually
imperceptible” (68). In graphic novels, however, the space between panels offers an intentional
break in action, which McCloud terms “closure,” that “allows us to connect these moments and
mentally construct a continuous, unified reality” (67). The panels below, from Understanding
Comics, illustrate the ways in which this of concept of closure play out visually in a graphic
novel:
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(McCloud, Scott, Understanding Comics, 1993, HarperCollins, pp. 66–67)
Further, comic artists employ different types of panel transitions to solicit varying degrees of
closure, and thereby, different types of participation from the reader.
Scene-to-scene transitions, which require more active participation from the reader to fill
in these moments of closure than others, represent a key technique unique to the medium and
employed by Bechdel. These transitions “transport us across significant distances of time and
space” (McCloud 71). By using these types of transitions in Fun Home, for example, which force
the eye to draw connections between the images, Bechdel is able to reveal profound details about
a specific character, relationship, or memory. Early characterizations of her father and family
offer particularly revealing moments of scene-to-scene transitions that build essential
connections. The opening panel presents us with an idealized view of the family—the children
surrounding a seemingly perfect Christmas tree, while her father observes from the edge of the
frame, shaded in black in an echo of Bechdel’s narration: “Sometimes . . . I think my father
actually enjoyed having a family. Or at least, the air of authenticity we lent to his exhibit. A sort
of still life with children” (13). In this scene, standing in the shadows in sharp contrast to
Bechdel and her brothers, her father is less a participant in this family moment than he is the
architect. It is notable that we are transported to this moment from an earlier panel, depicting the
cost of this perfect scene: the father hitting her brother for failing to hold the tree straight (11).
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(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 11, 13)
Once again, Bechdel calls the reader to notice the physical act of seeing—highlighting her
father’s detached observation of the scene and underscoring the interplay between perspective
and memory.
These scene-to-scene transitions are central to the novel’s particular use of time in its
exploration of the father’s story, and, ultimately, as Kate McCullough argues, its “reparative
reading of that past” and exploration of queer identity through a generational lens. As
McCullough continues, techniques such as these provide “the potential temporal openings” that
Bechdel uses to “create a protagonist who is both within generational family time and in excess
of it” (379). Indeed, as we transition from scene-to-scene, the panels jump through time, but
thematically remain in relation to one another, each creating a new moment of closure that builds
on the ideas established in the opening panel, all the while revealing the father to be the architect
of the perfect image of a family that is not as ideal as it seems. We travel from a scene of
Bechdel’s father asking her mother for her opinion to another scene of him ignoring it. We
observe him taking a photo of his perfect family creation—his still life with children—and then
immediately see him at church casting a furtive glance at the young boys and men that walk past
him in the church procession.
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It is through the interplay of this scene-to-scene transition that Bechdel reveals her
father’s secret for the first time: “He appeared to be an ideal husband and father . . . . But would
an ideal husband and father have sex with teenage boys?” (17).

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 16–17)
Not unlike the Arnolfini mirror, surrounded by images of Christ as it reflects back the life of its
subjects, here, too, by drawing an invisible line between her father’s eyes and the passing
procession, Bechdel asks the reader at the closure of this scene to make connections between
repressed homosexuality and the Catholic Church’s long history of pedophilia. Bechdel,
however, allows the reader to draw their own conclusions. The reveal of her father’s secret is
framed as an open-ended question and is not followed by a condemnation of his actions other
than the implication that he did not live up to the ideal image he projected. By making the visual
connection without adding any specific declarations of condemnation, Bechdel further
establishes her previously noted position, as Cvetkovich argues, of “sympathetic witness” whose
own explorations of queerness—which transpired outside of the time frame of this scene—allow
her to travel back in time to build a more nuanced narrative of her father’s life.
Similarly, aspect-to-aspect transitions represent another technique featured at critical
points throughout the story, and, like scene-to-scene transitions, they offer yet another example
of the novel’s varied temporal forms. In this particular case, time is slowed to a near standstill
and the reader is offered multiple points-of-view within one scene. This type of transition
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“bypasses time for the most part and sets a wandering eye on different aspects of a place, idea, or
mood” (McCloud 72). Rather than progress the action fluidly from one scene to the next, as the
panels below from Understanding Comics demonstrate, these transitions highlight other aspects
of a scene to call out different perspectives, visually lend objects or ideas weight, and/or
underscore a mood.

(McCloud, Scott, Understanding Comics, 1993, HarperCollins, p. 79)
Bechdel employs aspect-to-aspect transitions at two key and intertwined points—her first
encounter with a cadaver at the family funeral home and her reactions to the news of her father’s
death and his own subsequent funeral. The aspect-to-aspect nature of these panels encourage the
reader to focus on a particular mood or idea, in this case, grief and the concept of death. Bechdel
describes this memory of being confronted with death via the cadaver as “a test,” questioning the
possible generational underpinnings of this moment: “Maybe this was the same offhanded way
his own notoriously cold father had shown him his first cadaver. Or maybe he felt that he’d
become too inured to death, and was hoping to elicit for me an expression of the natural horror
he was no longer capable of” (Bechdel 44). Here Bechdel underscores what McCullogh
describes as the novel’s “queered temporality,” arguing that “what is queerest about this memoir
is less the sexuality of its protagonist or even the sexuality of her putatively straight father and
more the temporalities around which the story is told” (378). In this scene, Bechdel emphasizes
her connection to her father and his influence on her as a child, though notably not in terms of
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their experience with homosexuality, but rather their shared impassiveness at the idea of death,
which she later describes as “inherently absurd.” In each of these moments, Bechdel uses aspectto-aspect transitions to call attention to behavior that would be considered “outside the norm” of
expected social interaction, infusing the scene with a sense of “queerness” unrelated to sexuality.
Further, using the uniquely frozen temporality of aspect-to-aspect panels, we’re asked as readers
to observe a singular moment through multiple acts of seeing:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 44, 52)
Bechdel’s observes the cadaver as a child from various angles, just as she later depicts her
observations of her father’s own casket at his funeral, emphasizing in each case the inherited
coldness in the face of death that has been instilled in her (and equally instilled in her father).
Similarly, Bechdel uses aspect-to-aspect panels to zoom in on the reactions she and her brother
share upon seeing each other for the first time after hearing of their father’s passing, calling
attention to their “uncontrollable grins,” which once again would typically be considered socially
inappropriate behavior (46).
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(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 46–47)
In doing so, Bechdel underscores the absurdity of social expectations of “appropriate” behavior
in the face of the unfathomable nature of death, thereby further underscoring the complexity of
grief.
Notably, both aspect-to-aspect and scene-to-scene transitions are used throughout these
scenes, which over eleven pages transport us from her childhood encounter with the cadaver to
being notified of her father’s death as an adult and close with his funeral and a later visit to his
grave. Collectively, these panels both freeze time in the case of aspect-to-aspect moments and
jump across time and place through scene-to-scene transitions, highlighting a specific temporal
mode that allows Bechdel to form “a queerly ambivalent yet healing account of Alison’s life and
her father’s suicide” (McCullough 379). Further, the novel’s particular blend of temporalities in
examples such as these emphasize the concentric nature of memory itself: rather than present a
single moment in time, Bechdel employs varied temporal techniques to depict how a single
moment is connected to others, as well as how the mind links these moments together to create
memory. Here, Bechdel links her memory of her father embalming the cadaver to his funeral and
asks the question: “Who embalms the undertaker when he dies?” (51). Existing both within and
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without of the story, Bechdel’s reconstruction of her father’s life places her squarely in the role
of “embalmer,” rebuilding his memory in ways that are both detached and deeply personal.
These transitions stand in stark contrast to the moment-to-moment transitions featured in
one of the most poignant interactions between Bechdel and her father in the story, in which both
are depicted driving to a movie theater. These moment-to-moment transitions are among the
“slowest” transitions in comics in terms of overall temporality, and as McCloud argues, they
“require very little closure” from the reader (70). Because the action is illustrated step by step—
with virtually no gaps that travel across time and place—the reader is not required to
subconsciously fill in as much detail between the panels to make the various images make sense.
It is telling that throughout the story, up until this moment, Bechdel’s understanding of
her father’s sexuality comes from second-hand sources. She first learns of it from her mother,
who specifically characterizes her father as someone incapable of speaking this truth himself:
“Why are you telling me this and not dad?” Bechdel writes, “Your father tell the truth? Please”
(59). Other details are filled in via evidence that is gathered throughout the story. As Cvetkovich
argues, in terms of his sexuality, Bechdel has no “connection of witness to her father, since he
emphatically did not tell her about his sexual life” (113). It can certainly be argued that her
father’s lack of response to Bechdel’s attempt to connect over their shared experiences represents
“something of a missed opportunity,” as Cvetkovich goes on to describe the events of these
pages. I would further argue, however, that Bechdel’s choice to use moment-to-moment
transitions in this scene give these panels added weight specifically because, in terms of his
sexuality, they represent her father’s sole moment of honesty with his daughter in the novel and
one of Bechdel’s few moments of direct witness to his queerness.
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(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 220–221)
As readers, the lack of closure required by each panel asks us to witness each moment along with
her exactly as she remembers it. Because we experience each pregnant pause in panels between
dialogue, it is all the more significant a “missed opportunity” when the silence remains unbroken
at the conversation’s end, with Bechdel’s question left unanswered.
Like the switch to aspect-to-aspect transitions in the cadaver scene, the deliberate use of
moment-to-moment panels here serves to highlight this as a particularly significant memory.
Bechdel’s unanswered attempt at recalling a shared experience with her father—both in terms of
their sexuality and their mutual desire to dress according to the opposite gender—instead
emphasizes perhaps the greatest difference between them: Bechdel came out and her father did
not. Over the course of six individual moment-to-moment panels, Bechdel’s choice of transitions
amplifies the silence and her father’s refusal to respond, while her narration draws parallels to
key literary paternal relationships as she writes, “It was not the sobbing, joyous reunion of
Odysseus and Telemachus. It was more like fatherless Stephen and sonless Bloom . . . having
their equivocal late-night cocoa at 7 Eccles Street. But which of us was the father? I had felt
distinctly parental listening to his shamefaced recitations” (221). Here Bechdel reframes
traditionally straight, patriarchal relationships through a queer lens, and, as Meghan C. Fox
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argues, substitutes “Stephen and Bloom’s status as exiles in Ulysses with her and her father’s
experiences of marginalization as queer artists” (514).
The external void established by the choice of transition in this scene is directly
reinforced by the connection to the inner and familial void of the “fatherless” and “sonless”
Stephen and Bloom, which additionally, speaks directly to the generational similarities and
differences between Bechdel and her father in terms of their individual queer experience: her
father’s stilted inability, for example, to take the final step of admitting his homosexuality stands
in stark contrast to Bechdel’s own coming out earlier in the novel:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, p. 58)
Unlike her father, Bechdel depicts her own coming out in a single frame and reconstructs
archival evidence of the moment via the letter and the simple declarative statement: “I am a
lesbian” (58). The visual techniques at play in this panel—with no transitions and moments of
closure for the reader to fill in—serve to underline this moment as absolute truth, which once
again plays out in striking contrast to her father’s obfuscated queer identity, the latter of which is
revealed across several panels and largely pieced together from external sources. Bechdel’s
lamentation that her coming out, which she had hoped would serve as an “emancipation” from
her parents, had been “upstaged” by her mother’s revelations about her father further draws a
direct parallel between the mirror images of her coming out experience and her father’s own
failure to admit the truth. Moreover, in the car scene above, which transpires after her coming
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out, the traditional parent-child dynamic is flipped, and far from feeling upstaged, Bechdel
describes herself as feeling “parental” in the face of her father’s declarations (221).
As readers, the final word of dialogue in the car scene—“Remember?”—asks us to create
connections between this and other examples of Bechdel and her father’s shared queer
experiences that directly showcase the generational impact of his closeted perspective on her
early concepts of gender and sexual identity. Indeed, her father’s control of her gender
expression, which she describes as “tyrannical,” is displayed at several points throughout the
story, demonstrated through his control of her clothing, hairstyles, and activities. Similarly,
Bechdel’s own explorations of masculinity are often understood in terms of how her father fails
to display the stereotypical hallmarks of straight male gender expression: Bechdel writes, “I
measured my father against the grimy deer hunters at the gas station uptown, with their yellow
workboots and shorn-sheep haircuts . . . and where he fell short, I stepped in” (96). In this
example, not only does her father not meet the expectations of the adolescent Bechdel’s early
concept of masculinity, but her own gender expression attempts to the fill the void.
Bechdel also uses varied panel transitions that ask the reader to create these essential
connections between the images and concepts of gender expression and queer identity.

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, p. 95)
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In the above example, moment-to-moment transitions follow Bechdel’s eyes from the television
set—where idealized, straight male gender expression is typified via a western—to a scene of her
father arranging flowers. The transition at play in this scene demands a comparison between the
cowboy on the screen and her father, as well as an understanding of the ways in which they are
different, a difference which she describes as “a chink in my family’s armor, an undefended gap,
which cried out, it seemed to me, for some plain, two-fisted sinew” (95). Here, once again,
Bechdel describes her father’s gender expression as a void, while the images recreate a visual
through-line between the behaviors of parental figures and pop culture icons that, in part, form
the basis for early understandings of gendered performance.
Perhaps no other point in the novel, however, captures the gender dynamics between
Bechdel and her father more poignantly than their encounter with the “truck-driving bulldyke” at
a diner. In this scene, both Bechdel and her father instantly recognize the outward, visual
manifestation of queer gender expression she represents, but react in vastly different ways. For
Bechdel, the moment is experienced “with a surge of sheer joy” and an immediate feeling of
kinship, while for her father the moment serves as an opportunity to once again police her
gender, as evidenced by his accusatory question—“is that what you want to look like?”—which
compels Bechdel to lie (118).
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(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, p. 118)
Still, the image of the bulldyke strikes a profound chord in Bechdel, which she goes on to further
emphasize as she writes, “the vision of the truck-driving bulldyke sustained me through the years
. . . and perhaps it haunted my father” (119). As readers, we are yet again asked to witness the act
of seeing as the basis for both the creation of memory and the development of early childhood
concepts of gender: as our eyes are obliged to follow those of Bechdel and her father, the truckdriving bulldyke is almost impossible to miss. She is later shown again, with Bechdel directly
behind her, further highlighting their connection just as Bechdel lies to her father about the very
same thing:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, p. 118)
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As Lemberg argues, “the emphasis on looking in these panels suggests the overwhelming
visibility Bechdel assigns to this figure and engages us in seeing the connection between Alison
and the bulldyke that her father is anxious to erase” (137). While it is true that the bulldyke
provokes radically different reactions from Bechdel and her father, Bechdel’s emphasis on the
bulldyke’s openly transgressive gender expression underscores a critically important connection
between outward visibility and truth in the context of queer experience. Notably, we are
transported to this moment by a scene-to-scene transition that brings the action directly from the
road where her father’s life ended to the road that would lead them to encounter the bulldyke
years prior. The narration that bridges these two scenes speaks directly to the weight Bechdel
lends to truth as an essential component of queer life: “In a way, you could say that my father’s
end was my beginning. Or more precisely, that the end of his life coincided with the beginning of
my truth” (117). In these panels, Bechdel equates queer repression—and the lies associated with
it—with both literal and figurative death. Bookending the transition from the site of her father’s
death to the diner encounter with the bulldyke is a scene-to-scene transition to a panel depicting
her father reading Proust alone in bed:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, p. 119)
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The narration that serves as a link between these images reinforces the figurative connection
between stifled queer life and death, the words “lost,” “ruined,” “wasted,” and “wrecked”
positioned in direct parallel to her father’s face (119).
In addition to varied panel transitions, Bechdel uses different art styles throughout,
ranging from abstract “cartoon” art to photorealistic images. It is telling, however, that
photographs are not the only documents Bechdel chooses to produce more realistically than her
usual cartoon style. She also employs this technique to letters, book covers and pages, and other
forms of ephemera that appear throughout the novel. I would argue that there are three different
uses of the photorealistic images in the story: images framing a chapter; images used in relation
or in contrast to other images and concepts; and images used as evidence. As McCloud continues
in Understanding Comics, because human beings can see the faces of others, but cannot see their
own, readers will as a result associate realistic images as “other,” but view cartoons as
themselves: “When you look at a photo or realistic drawing of a face—you see it as the face of
another. But when you enter the world of the cartoon—you see yourself. The cartoon is a
vacuum into which our identity and awareness are pulled . . . . We don’t just observe the cartoon,
we become it” (36). In an autobiographical graphic novel such as Fun Home, this line between
the “cartoon” inner world and the realistic world of the other is an essential component of the
novel’s exploration of memory.
The first example of the novel’s use of realistic images is an image of Bechdel’s father
beginning the opening chapter, a device that is repeated every chapter after. These images
establish what the chapter will explore, but also feature a different art style:
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(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, p. 1)
As previously established, in the opening chapter, Bechdel depicts her father building the
external structure of their home, while she reconstructs within the pages of the novel the
emotional world within it. The realistic art style at the start of each chapter accomplishes a
similar affect, drawing the eye to an external “other” whose interior world the chapter will
attempt to reconstruct largely through the means of the cartoon. As McCloud continues, “through
traditional realism the comics artist can portray the world without and through the cartoon the
world within” (41). Because readers identify more closely with cartoons than realistic images, in
other words, the former allows comic artists to more easily explore abstract concepts of “self,” as
well as the emotional, interior worlds of others.
Another specific example of this appears as Bechdel describes reading Adams Family
cartoons and seeing herself in the character of Wednesday Adams:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 34–35)
Notably, Bechdel’s uses a cartoon style to depict her “self” in the act of identifying with another
cartoon illustration, but switches to a realistic drawing of her first-grade photograph to later
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visually convey the similarities between herself and Wednesday at that age. Here, we see the
interplay between the internal vs. the external and, respectively, the abstract vs. the realistic.
Bechdel not only identifies with a cartoon (i.e., Wednesday Adams), but the act of identification
itself is represented through a cartoon “self” because, as McCloud would argue, Bechdel would
not have been able to see her own face at this moment. In comparing the cartoon to her actual
face, however, she realistically recreates an artifact that represents her at this age, because an
external source such as a photograph would in this case be required.
The novel’s particular use of photographs as evidence throughout represents what
Cvetkovich terms its “archival mode of witness,” which sets it apart from non-visual
autobiographies, as well as from other autobiographical graphic novels that do not employ this
technique. Among these visuals, the image of her former childhood babysitter Roy, which runs
across two pages, is particularly significant in terms of the physical space Bechdel gives it within
the story:

(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 100–101)
The size and scale of the image in relation to Bechdel’s fingers convey, as Helene Tison argues,
“the shock of the discovery for the author,” not of her father’s sexuality—a detail which had
previously been established—but rather shock at “the fact that there is material evidence of what
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is already known” (2). While the outsized weight Bechdel lends the photograph does convey a
sense of shock, particularly as the transition to this photorealistic moment from the cartoon art
styles of the preceding page happens abruptly, the narration that accompanies this image belies
that emotion. Over the course of seven distinct text boxes, Bechdel examines the photograph in a
detective-like way, calling attention to specific details in language that is at times detached, a
fact that she recognizes herself as she writes:
In fact, the picture is beautiful. But would I be assessing its aesthetic merits
so calmly if it were of a seventeen-year-old girl? Why am I not properly
outraged? Perhaps I identify too well with my father’s illicit awe. A trace of
this seems caught in the photo, just as a trace of Roy has been caught on the
light-sensitive paper. (100-101)
The “shock of discovery” aside, here Bechdel calmly underscores a moment of connection with
her father, specifically in terms of their “shared reverence for masculine beauty” (99).
Indeed, the page before Roy’s photograph depicts Bechdel and her father bonding over an
image in a men’s magazine, the model’s pose strikingly similar to Roy’s. This scene once again
emphasizes the mirror-like connection between Bechdel and her father in terms of their queer
experience. While they both share an admiration for the male form, they do so for different
reasons: “I wanted the muscles and tweed like my father wanted the velvet and pearls—
subjectively, for myself. The objects of our desire were quite different” (99). The visual
techniques at play in these scenes solicit the reader’s participation in a distinctly queer act of
seeing:
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(Bechdel, Allison, Fun Home, 2006, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, pp. 100–101)
Like the image of Roy, Bechdel’s use of perspective in this panel highlights the queer gaze as a
form of connection with her father, and—in the case of the Roy image in particular—reinforces
her position as objective witness to his story. Moreover, her choice to reproduce Roy’s image
photorealistically serves two critical functions. First, not unlike her own typewritten declaration
of sexuality, the photorealistic representation of the image allows it to serve as physical evidence
of her father’s queerness. Additionally, the archival nature of the image, emphasized by the
photorealistic artwork, further links the photograph to her memories of the male model in the
magazine.
It is through techniques likes these that the complex outer and inner worlds of Fun Home
are crafted. Throughout the story, varied panel transitions, such as scene-to-scene and aspect-toaspect, provide distinct temporal opportunities to explore the life of her closeted father and
provide essential links to the ways in which their queer experiences converge and differ.
Similarly, Bechdel’s use of photorealistic versus cartoon images creates archival evidence that
reveals truth and calls the reader’s attention to the external and internal aspects of queer identity.
In presenting these varied art styles and transitions that solicit differing modes of participation,
Bechdel takes the reader on a journey of witness that reinforces the visual nature of memory and
draws parallels between the respective queer experiences of two generations. In doing so, much
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like the Arnolfini mirror, Fun Home reflects Bruce Bechdel’s queer life through the unique lens
of his queer daughter, highlighting in the process the critical difference between them: his
“skillful artifice” versus her willingness to both see and be seen.
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