
Fun Home 1 Memoir Comics Script 
 
It's September 1847. Henry David Thoreau has spent a little over two years living in isolation in 
a cabin near Walden Pond, near Concord, Massachusetts, but now he's finally leaving. He packs 
up what few belongings he has and moves in with his buddy, writer, philosopher, and fellow 
transcendentalist, Ralph Waldo Emerson. Thoreau has a lot of debts to pay. He's broke. But he 
begins writing short essays about his time at Walden Pond.  
 
At this point in history, in the mid-1800s, the autobiography is a common narrative form, but 
Thoreau isn't writing an autobiography. The autobiography, just like a biography, tells the story 
of a person's entire life. Thoreau isn't writing about his entire life. He's writing about just those 
two years in his cabin, and in fact, in these essays he compresses those two years into just one 
year.  
 
When it was published in 1854, Walden became arguably the first modern memoir—a blend of 
observation and thought circling around a relatively brief and private episode in one's life. The 
term "memoir" comes from the French verb memoire, which, as you might imagine, means "to 
remember." It's important that it's a verb. While a memoir promises to be based on facts, it's an 
active remembering, based very much on the author's subjectivity and crafted by making some 
nips and tucks here and there in narrative elements—for instance, compressing two years into 
one, perhaps, or combining a few minor characters into one. 
 
Roughly forty years after Walden was published, the comics medium was born in the form of 
comics strips, and for the next seventy-five years, the stories told in comics were primarily 
fictional—thrilling superhero stories, funny animals stories, gritty crime noir, emotional romance 
stories, and so on. Nonfiction comics were rare. We see the influence of nonfiction in some of 
the war comics that followed World War II, especially realistic stories like Two-Fisted Tales and 
Frontline Combat. As we'll see in our unit on March, there were also instructional comics. But 
it's not until the beginning of the underground comix movement in the mid-1960s that personal, 
highly subjective, and sometimes disturbingly intimate nonfiction comics began to appear. 
Written and drawn by the likes of Spain Rodriguez and R. Crumb, these comics rejected the 
escapism of the comic book medium in favor of more adult topics and experiences. As Jared 
Gardner notes in his essay "Autobiography's Biography"—from which you'll read an excerpt 
next week—the first memoir comic, or "graphic memoir," was Justin Green's Binky Brown Meets 
the Holy Virgin Mary in 1972. Here, Green details the repression of his sexual urges under the 
pressures of his Catholic upbringing. Binky Brown was very influential. Art Spiegelman, the 
author of Maus, would write that Justin Green "turned comic book boxes into intimate secular 
confession booths" (qtd. in Gardner 8).  
 
Spiegelman's Maus would become perhaps the definitive memoir comic, since it uses the comics 
art form in a unique, allegorical way to tell the story of not only Spiegelman's father, Vladek, 
who survived the Holocaust, but also Art Spiegelman's efforts to get the story from his father and 
his own neuroses as the son of a survivor. By the time the second volume of Maus was published 
in 1991, the prose memoir was becoming very popular, and the memoir comic followed suit. 
Phoebe Gloeckner, Debbie Dreschler, Carol Tyler, and many other women pioneered this form 



in comics. Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis, published in English in 2003 and 2004, was another 
landmark work published just prior to Alison Bechdel's Fun Home in 2006.  
 
What I've tried to show here is the history and continuity of the memoir form, from its roots in 
prose to its blossoming in comics. From the beginning, there's been a tension between the 
memoir as a "life lesson" and the memoir as a personal expression. In other words, we ask, 
"What can I learn from this work aside from what happened to this particular person?" At the 
same time, memoirs have reflected our growing questioning of the objective truth. Memoirs 
question the possibility of objective truth, often rejecting it in favor of a subjective truth, or an 
emotional truth. But memoirs, especially memoir comics, also have a considerable tradition of 
rejecting common assumptions or the given truths. Memoirists, as individuals, often say, "No, it's 
not like that for everyone." Or, "You've got it all wrong." And one of the frequent subjects of this 
critique in memoir comics is gender and sexuality. If comics in the twentieth century were 
dominated by masculine, heterosexual fantasies, memoir comics emerged as a counternarrative.  
 
Fun Home contributes to that counternarrative in many ways, not least of all because it's a 
memoir about a young cisgender woman who identifies as a lesbian. Let's return to those three 
elements I mentioned in the introduction to this lesson plan: (1) the literary allusions, (2) the 
narrative structure of the book, and (3) the characters. 
 
First let's discuss the narrative structure. As I said before, Fun Home is not a linear narrative, it's 
a work of memory that circles around a single event: Bruce Bechdel's death. This remains a 
mystery for Bechdel and her family to this day. But we can take this a step further. In the Purdue 
OWL's explanation of gender studies and queer theory, one of their questions is this: "What 
elements of the text can be perceived as being masculine (active, powerful) and feminine 
(passive, marginalized)…?" Here's the thing: Linear narrative has often been associated with 
masculinity, i.e., the "active, powerful" march toward a definitive conclusion or the search for an 
answer to a mystery. Think of the genre of mystery novels, even in film and TV. Usually the 
detective is a man. In Fun Home, Bechdel is a kind of detective, but the very structure of the 
memoir comic says there'll be no solving of this mystery.  
 
Think of the circular structure in the beginning of Chapter 3. We learn that just before Bruce's 
death, Alison came out to her family (p. 58)…but then we're discussing the line between "fiction 
and reality" and looking at Bruce's library, which leads to the introduction of Roy. Which leads 
to F. Scott Fitzgerald, then comes back to Bruce, and his relationship with Roy. But THEN we're 
discussing how Alison's parents met, which leads to Europe, which leads to the anecdote about 
Bruce's lover. The chronology is for us to piece together. The book is more interested in the 
associative, the thematic, and if it performs Bechdel's own act of detective work, in the end, we 
become detectives, too. But like Bechdel, we don't get a firm answer. We're left to speculate. 
 
In a non-linear narrative, there has to be something that acts as an organizing motif, a set of 
touchstones along the way so we don't get lost. In Fun Home, these are the literary allusions. 
Fittingly, it's the poet T.S. Eliot who can help us here, specifically his definition of the "objective 
correlative." Eliot defined this as "a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be 
the formula of that particular emotion" the poet wants to communicate (Poetry Foundation). In 
Fun Home, the literary allusions are one "set of objects" that form an objective correlative. But 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/subject_specific_writing/writing_in_literature/literary_theory_and_schools_of_criticism/gender_studies_and_queer_theory.html
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/objective-correlative


maybe you noticed that nearly all of the literary allusions Bechdel uses—and these are based on 
her father's own reading, remember—are works by heterosexual male authors. Albert Camus. F. 
Scott Fitzgerald. James Joyce. The major exception to this is Oscar Wilde and his play The 
Importance of Being Earnest, but even that is a painful comparison between her father and 
Wilde, who, right around the time the play opened, was accused of being gay, took his accuser to 
court for libel, and lost. He was convicted and incarcerated. (We'll come back to Oscar Wilde 
next week when we discuss repression and coding.) Now, as Alison grows up, she finds her own 
books to read: works of feminist and lesbian literature that are boldly open and declarative, 
intellectual, and proud. 
 
Overall, how do these literary allusions function? On the one hand, they're the unspoken, coded 
conversation between young Alison and her father. They're also the continuing conversation 
she's having with him now, as the author, as an adult many years removed from her father's 
death. For us, they're clues into the minds of these two characters. They also do what the 
objective correlative is supposed to do: show what characters think and feel when they 
themselves cannot fully describe those things. 
 
We can think of these two elements—Fun Home's narrative structure and its literary allusions—
as a queering of narrative's gendered expectations. Think of the OWL website's description of 
queer theory as being "interested in the breakdown of binaries such as male and female, the in-
betweens." Bechdel, as an author, resists "masculine" linear narrative but answers it by using so 
many masculine literary allusions. But those allusions are complex; they speak to the coded life 
Bruce Bechdel lived. And they are answered by boldly affirmative works by feminist and lesbian 
authors. At the same time, Alison Bechdel is looking for answers; as an author, she's far from 
passive. It may help to think of it this way. When there's a "breakdown of binaries," what results? 
What takes the place of those binaries? The answer in Fun Home is a conversation, a dialogue 
between Bechdel and her father, Bechdel and her younger self, and Bechdel and us, the readers. 
 
This is what memoir excels at, and it's one reason why the memoir has become popular as way 
for underrepresented voices to challenge the dominate binaries in our culture. That applies to 
prose memoirs as much as memoir comics. 
 
But this is a memoir comic, and what's interesting is that all of this is drawn. Even the literary 
allusions, the books, are drawn. Here we return to two things. First, the question of subjectivity. 
Nothing is more obviously subjective than when we draw characters on the page, especially in 
Bechdel's semi-cartoony, iconic style. Is this another way of queering the binaries, emphasizing 
the uniqueness of individual experience instead of broad, generalized categories like "masculine" 
and "feminine"? Secondly, we return to the meat-and-potatoes questions about character. How 
do the visual representations of Alison-then, her father, and her family reinforce the idea that this 
is all very subjective? What about the consistent, somber, blue wash? What about the slightly 
nervous hand lettering? And why do we never see Alison-now, the author?  
 
I'd like you to apply the different topics I've covered in this lecture to the next steps in this 
Lesson Plan. The first critical question I ask you will do precisely that, and then you can try to do 
the same as you work on your own critical questions. There are a lot of other things to think 
about: the small-town setting of Fun Home, the time period in which it takes place, Bechdel's 



chilly writing style, and of course, all of the events that happen. Feel free to write about any of 
these as you go forward. 
 
 
 


