
Alison	Bechdel:	Fun	Home	

“He	appeared	to	be	an	ideal	husband	and	father…”	
 
Alison Bechdel’s graphic memoir Fun Home begins with Alison as a young girl playing with her father, Bruce. 
They live in a big old house in Pennsylvania that was built during the nineteenth-century lumber boom that 
briefly enriched the town of Beech Creek where most of the story is set. Chapter 1 details Bruce’s obsession 
with restoring this old Gothic mansion. Narrated from the point of view of adult Alison looking back at her 
childhood, Alison now believes the obsession with the house was a way of keeping up the outward appearance 
of being a good family man. For Bruce keeps a difficult truth hidden from his family: he is secretly homosexual 
and, throughout Alison’s life, he had affairs with young men, including some of his male teenage students. 

Alison later reveals that her father’s death, like his life, was mysterious. She believes that his death was not an 
accident, and that he committed suicide by stepping purposefully in front of a truck. While there’s no concrete 
proof, Alison is certain. She compares her father to Daedalus, a genius inventor, and Icarus, his son who flew 
too close to the sun and plummeted to his death. These literary allusions prepare the reader for the tragic story of 
Bruce’s own ‘fall from grace’ that will gradually unfold through the memoir. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know this chapter? 

1. The author writes in Chapter 1 that "In the 
circus, acrobatics where one person lies on the 
floor balancing another are called" what? 
(a) Icarian Games. 
(b) Daedalus Games. 
(c) Epicurian Games. 
(d) Homeric Games. 

2. What word from Chapter 1 refers to skillful 
use of one's hands when performing conjuring 
tricks? 
(a) Imperialism. 
(b) Antagonism. 
(c) Legerdemain. 
(d) Gregarious. 

3. Why did the author complain about the 
wallpaper her father chose for her room in 
Chapter 1? 
(a) It was blue with stripes. 
(b) It was solid red. 
(c) It was green and white dots. 
(d) It was pink with flowers. 

4. What did Bruce Bechdel teach? 
(a) Calculus. 
(b) Biology. 
(c) English. 
(d)Drama.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

5. Over how many years does the author say her 
father restored their home? 
(a) 22. 
(b) 12. 
(c) 15. 
(d) 18. 

                                                                             
6. The author describes her childhood home as 
being built in a brief moment of wealth from the 
lumber industry in what year? 
(a) 1867. 
(b) 1962. 
(c) 1911. 
(d) 1798. 

7. In one of the illustrated panels in Chapter 1, 
the author says, "When I grow up, my house is 
going to be all metal, like…" 
(a) "A submarine." 
(b) "A spaceship." 
(c) "A silo." 
(d) "A prison." 

8. What is the name of the author's brother who 
is a year younger than her? 
(a) Christian. 
(b) Paul. 
(c) Peter. 
(d) John. 

9. How old was the author when her father 
died? 
(a) 19. 
(b) 16. 
(c) 21. 
(d) 22. 

10. The author directly correlates the 
embellishments of her childhood home to what 
in Chapter 1? 
(a) Truth. 
(b) Doll houses. 
(c) Lies. 
(d) Flowers.



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Describe Bruce Bechdel as he is presented in chapter 1: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Why does Alison compare her father to both Daedalus and Icarus at the same time? 

 

 

 

 

3. In what different ways does Alison compare and contrast herself with her father in chapter 1? 

 

 

 

 

4. How affectionately does Alison Bechdel describe her family when she was growing up? Were they an 
affectionate family? Does she still hold any affection for them? 

 

 

 

 

5. Alison is quite certain that her father did not die accidentally, despite there being no concrete evidence 
of his committing suicide. What is her certainty based on? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6. How would you describe the graphic style of Fun Home based on what you have read so far? 
 
 

 

 

 



 

Graphic Novel Study: Form 
 
Fun Home is a graphic memoir, meaning that the writer combines pictures and words to recount the 
story of her childhood. You may have read graphic novels before, or you may be new to this medium. 
Whether this is your first or hundred-and-first graphic novel, it’s important to understand the format 
and to recognise how the visual and spoken elements come together to help tell the story. It will be 
necessary for you to learn and use the correct terminology for discussion and analysis of the graphic 
novel genre. Review the PowerPoint entitled Studying Graphic Novels (which you can find on the 
class blog under resources for chapter 1) and check your understanding of the following words that 
you will need for your study of Fun Home: 
 

• Panels 
• Gutters 
• Emanata 
• Symbolism 
• Graphic Weight 

• Temporal 
Mechanics 

• Spatial Mechanics 
• Negative Space 
• Splash 
• Framing 

• Exposition 
• Caption 
• Bubbles 
• Cartoonification 
• Saturation

 
 
Activity 
 
Choose a two-page spread (or use the selected double-page spread below) from Chapter 1 of Fun 
Home. Look closely at the way Alison Bechdel utilizes the form and conventions of the graphic novel. 
Annotate the pages you have chosen, commenting on formal and stylistic effects. Look out for things 
such as: the size, shape and angle of the panels; how text is used in captions and speech, and how 
these compare; sound effects and how they’re layered through the story; the relationship between 
image and words; how space and time are manipulated; any visual flourishes such as use of shading, 
lighting, contrast, and so on. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

Important Theme: appearances versus reality 
 

‘He was an alchemist of appearance, a savant of surface, a Daedalus of décor.' 

Bruce Bechdel is obsessed with the renovation of the old, 
Gothic Revival house in which his family live. Alison 
compares the house to the labyrinth built by Daedalus 
which concealed the monstrous minotaur: in the same 
way, her father builds and furnishes the house to conceal 
the monstrous truth that he neglects his children and 
cheats on his wife with teenage boys. The house is 
arguably the most important symbol in the novel, as it 
represents the theme of keeping up false appearances in 
order to disguise reality.   

Whereas Daedalus hid the minotaur at the center of his 
maze, so Bruce hides himself most thoroughly in the 
library, the symbolic center of his house. Here he 
pretends to be a ‘nineteenth century aristocrat, 
overseeing his estate from behind the leather-topped 

mahogany second-empire desk’ (page 60). However, later in the novel, Bruce flirts with his high 
school students in the library and Roy, one of the young men he has an affair with, is invited into the 
library as well. As the center of the house, the library represents the success of the artificial life Bruce 
has built up around himself.  

All this artifice causes Alison to develop a fear and hatred of excessive ornamentation. In many ways, 
Alison is the opposite of her father. Where Bruce uses skin bronzer to make himself appear something 
he’s not, Alison yearns to dress in men’s clothes and wear her difference openly. Eventually she 
becomes a comic book writer – but she uses her art to reveal the truth about her father, readily 
admitting on page 17, ‘Would an ideal husband and father have sex with teenage boys?’ Bruce only 
makes it seem like he is a good family man: to Alison, the warmth and love of a real family is missing 
from her ‘artificial house’. She describes a moment when they all sit around a Christmas tree as ‘a 
sort of still life’ – it has the appearance of a living family, but none of the love, trust and closeness that 
would make it feel real.  

Activity 
 

Collect quotations from Chapter 1 that reveal the theme of appearance versus reality: Record your 
quotations here: 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  



 

Discussion Point: Learner Profile - reflective 

Fun Home is an extraordinarily reflective work. The entire graphic memoir can be understood as the 
adult Alison’s attempt to understand her childhood after the discovery of her own sexuality and her 
father’s secrets. Bechdel describes her family as essentially a sham concocted to shelter and hide her 
father’s homosexuality. Her most distinct memories as a child are feeling second-place to her father’s 
obsession with fixing up their house, and of being forced to participate in the house’s restoration. She 
remembers her father being one who is quick to yell, hit, and punish, and is never very emotional 
beyond anger. She compares him to a minotaur who can be set off by the slightest turn of events. 
However, although Bechdel explains that her family’s bad times are bad, and reflects negatively on 
her family life, she also acknowledges that there were some good times as well.  

Discuss Alison’s reflection of the family dynamics in the Bechdel household. How does Bruce relate 
to other people in the family, such as Helen, Alison and Christian? To what extent does the opening 
chapter suggest that there were happy moments to be found in the Bechdel household? What might it 
feel like to live in the Bechdel house? How do you, as a reader, respond to different moments that 
Bechdel recounts in this chapter?  

 

Spot the Allusions 
 
How many of the following allusions to other texts did you spot in Chapter 1? What does each 
allusion bring to your understanding of the characters, events, and themes of Fun Home? Have you 
spotted any that I have missed? 
 

• Old Father, Old Artificer The title of this chapter is from James Joyce’s Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man in which the protagonist is named 
Stephen Dedalus, itself an allusion to the famous myth. 

  
• Daedalus A genius inventor and father of Icarus, he built the labyrinth 

on the island of Crete. 
 

• Icarus Son of Daedalus, he flew too close to the sun on waxen wings 
and fell into the sea. 
 

• Minotaur Half-man, half-bull monster at the heart of the labyrinth built 
by Daedalus. 
 

• Jimmy Stewart In the film It’s a Wonderful Life Jimmy Stewart and Donna 
Reed fix up an old house – but Bruce gets angry a lot more 
than the father in the movie. 
 

• ‘My father could spin 
garbage into gold’ 

A line echoing the fairy tale story of Rumpelstiltskin, in which 
the titular villain granted a poor family the power to spin gold 
from straw – at a price. 
 

• Just So Stories At bedtime, Bruce is seen reading How The Elephant Got His 
Nose to Alison, a story by Rudyard Kipling. 

 


