Song 2

Hello, everyone. My name is Shuqiao Song and I’m here to talk about “Residents of a dysFUNctional HOME: Text and Image.”
I’d like to start with a short clip first:

[Intro Video: 5s clip of Alison Bechdel from Stuck in Vermont. Alison Bechdel: “…I love words. But especially I love words and pictures together in a mystical way that I can’t even explain.”] 

That was Alison Bechdel. Author of Fun Home.  Introducing the topics of my presentation: words, pictures, and the mystical way they work together.  For Bechdel’s purposes, they have to work to together because alone, words can fail and alone, images deceive.  However, text and image themselves are necessary characters in Bechdel’s story. The logical conclusion would then be to use both text and image together.  Text and image.  But “and” is too simple a word to explain the interaction between the two. A strange relationship emerges between image and text, as strange as the relationship between Alison Bechdel and her father.  But these strange pairings have an alluring quality that make Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home so compelling.

To outline the rest of the presentation: 

First, I’ll show how text is insufficient but also why it is necessary in Bechdel’s story. 

And second, I’ll show how images can’t be trusted, and again, why they are also still needed for her purposes. 

Finally, I’ll show how the interplay of text and image in Fun Home works to create a more complex and comprehensive understanding of the story.

First, text is insufficient.
This is not a new idea, but I’m going to discuss the failings of text using the idea of loss.  

Certainly we have all felt moments when language simply fails us and we are at a loss of words—moments like being awed by “the infinite gradations of color in a […] sunset”.  In those “wordless” moments, we strain to find words that express just exactly what we mean.  Something is always lost in translation, and Bechdel identifies this as “the troubling gap between word and meaning.”  Her comment on the title translation of Proust’s À La Recherche du Temps Perdu is a telling example of the troubling gap:  



After Dad died, an updated translation of Proust came out.  Remembrance 



of Things Past was re-titled In Search of Lost Time.  The new title is a 



more literal translation of À La Recherche du Temps Perdu, but it still 



doesn’t quite capture the full resonance of Perdu.  This means not just 



lost, but ruined, undone, wasted, wrecked, and spoiled. (Bechdel 119)

The idea of “perdu” resonates with Bechdel’s story in many ways.  1st, the comprehensive French idea of “Perdu” is lost in translation, showing, again, the troubling gap between word and meaning. But 2nd, the difficulty of expressing “perdu,” a word for ”loss,” is a metaphor for the difficulty of translating the loss of her father and their relationship to a flat page.  Bechdel says, “What’s lost in translation is the complexity of loss itself” (Bechdel 120).  But how do we express something as complex as loss if something is always lost between what say and what we mean? The insufficiency of words and the crisis of trying to write honestly can lead to the false solution of expressing loss with a literal loss of words.  But in this case it doesn’t work because it leads to the dilemma of not writing, which is what Bechdel calls, “[…] the implicit lie of the blank page […]” (Bechdel 186).  The blank page betrays truth in that it is the complete lack of truth.  Truth and loss cannot be understood by a literal loss of text; so despite some imperfections, Bechdel’s story must be told, in part, with text.   Thus, text is insufficient…but still necessary. 


Now, to argue my second point, I’ll begin with an image. This is Rene Magritte’s painting.  This text reads “This is not a pipe.”  This might seem like a surrealist Jedi mind trick, but if I give you the title of the piece, maybe Magritte’s point will become more clear.  His piece is called, “The Treason of Images,”  and what Magritte attempts to show us is that “this is not a pipe” because it is an image of a pipe.  He reminds us to remain skeptical of images because images can deceive. And this is a lesson that Alison Bechdel shows us again and again within her own story and images.  The primary deception is her father’s “skillful artifice […] to make things appear to be what they [are] not.” (Bechdel 16).  Her father constructs a false image of himself and also of their family. The scene represents the nature of her father’s artifice; her father is posing a photo, an image of their family.  But, on the very next page, Bechdel also shows her own sleight of hand.  She manipulates the scene by reversing the role of her and her father.  In the reversal, young Alison symbolizes Bechdel in the present—looking back through the camera lens to construct a portrait of her family. But unlike her father, she isn’t using false images to deceive.  Bechdel overcomes the treason of images by confessing herself as an “artificer” to her audience.  Here, she admits that she shows Mort as a milkman because of her need for a self-deceptive and romantic imagination in remembering her father.  So while her father used images to tell lies, Bechdel uses images to explore the possibilities of what might have been.  Thus, images are deceptive, but necessary, because Bechdel repurposes their illusory power to interpret her memories. 

Finally, let’s look at the mystical interplay between text and image.  Here is a section of Chapter 1, “Old Father, Old Artificer,” with only the text narration. Take a moment to read it over quickly.
The text alone can stand as a story.  However, we’ve lost a parallel storyline.  Alone, the images tell a story distinct from the text but equally important.  Yet in Fun Home, the ties between image and text are not severed. Here in this particular panel, Alison Bechdel begins by explaining her father’s passion for restoring their house.  The reader is able to correlate him with Daedalus in this frame because her father’s inane household “projects” are accomplished at the “human cost” of his paternal kindness toward his children (Bechdel 11). Now, in this next panel,  her father is the looming minotaur.  The text implies but withholds this word, allowing for the image to be evocative.  Bechdel uses these literary allusions and metaphors to define the relationship she has with her father.  But in these last two panels, she reverses their roles.  Her father is now implied to be Icarus instead of Daedalus.  She complicates their relationship by casting them both as Daedalus and Icarus and her other literary allusions all at once.


Finally, we can see how image and text function together.  On the one hand, image and text support one another in the sense that they each highlight the subtleties of the other.  But, on the other hand, the more interesting interaction comes when there is some degree of distance between what is written and what is visually expressed, as with the example that we just discussed. In Fun Home, there is never really a one-to-one closure of image and text. If the words and pictures match exactly, the story reads something like a children’s book, and that would be far too simple for what Bechdel is trying to—and needs to— accomplish.  However, there is a limit: you can’t mismatch text and image so much that meaning is completely incomprehensible and the reader is just in the dark. Bechdel really pushes the boundaries of mental closure between image and text, and the reader is free to make all the connections between the loose ends—and not just within one panel and one caption, but spanning the entire 232 pages of Fun Home.  

The take-home point is that readers must understand that in Bechdel’s Fun Home, image and text are not just supporting actors to each other.  They are each a version of the memoir.  And Bechdel allows for a sort of open-ended closure between the image memoir and the text memoir.  And it is through the strange but alluring pairings of image and text that the reader acquires a more thorough and intimate understanding of the strange and compelling relationship between Alison Bechdel and her father.

Thank you.

