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Abstract 

Alison Bechdel’s autobiographical graphic novel Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic is primarily a memoir that narrates 
the author’s lived experiences, including those of her father, Bruce, a man who lives and dies as a closet homosexual. 
The sudden revelation of Bruce’s homosexuality after she comes out as a lesbian jolts Alison into reconsidering all 
the times she’d believed their identities to be invariably antithetical to each other. Their unusual father-daughter 
relationship is dotted with guilt, hostility, secrets, and fleeting moments of affection which strangely tend to vacillate 
between grief and apathy when a rare common ground is discovered. This perennial vacillation expands throughout 
the narrative which evades absolutes and conclusions, lending it a feminist lens with which to look at the world that 
reveals subjectivities to their extremes. 

On the other hand, set half-a-world afar, is Amruta Patil’s Kari, the first Indian graphic novel by a woman that bears 
traces of Woolf’s ‘stream of consciousness’ technique. While the narrative occasionally snakes through the mind of 
its eponymous protagonist, dealing with similar themes of death and queerness, its urge to resist reductive masculinist 
politics which entails living in binaries, and simple categorization, is somehow felt more than Fun Home, perhaps as 
a response to the overtly heteronormative and male-dominated Indian society. Kari, a blend of a curious, love-stricken, 
non-conforming, queer woman and a dark, detached recluse, is a rather phenomenal character whose personality defies 
any slipshod ‘suicidal lesbian’ totalization. 

Therefore, taking into account the way the books intersect, with Fun Home unfolding as a memoir 
and Kari developing as a fiction, this article shall attempt to explore how women, real and fictional, across cultures 
uniquely experience the world and express the self. 
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The title of Alison Bechdel’s autobiographical graphic novel Fun Home: A Family 
Tragicomic might seem paradoxical in case one is unaware that ‘fun home’ stands for the funeral 
home, run by the protagonist’s father, Bruce, a man who lives and dies as a homosexual in closet. 
The book unravels in blue monochrome, with a non-linear narrative. One can call it a 
bildungsroman, with Alison meditating on moments from her life, especially the formative years 
that recount the troubled bond she had with her father. So taut and dysfunctional was their 
relationship that even a simple act of affection such as a goodnight kiss directed towards each other 
would render them awkward. 

As she explores this relationship throughout the book, gender non-conformity remains an 
overriding theme. Bruce’s habits at home hardly conform to the gender roles and epithets generally 
assigned to the male sex in the 1960s and ‘70s North America. However, his ultimate disregard 
for conventions manifests in the series of furtive affairs that he has with young men even as he 
continues to live within a marriage. 

On the other hand, his tastes and obsessions with flowers, aesthetics, ornamentation, and elaborate, 
anachronistic furniture cause Alison to develop a repulsive attitude towards the same. Thus, 
growing up, imagining herself as a complete inversion of her father’s image, both in appearance 
and cognition, becomes fundamental to the self she develops.  

However, this foundation is shaken with the revelation of her father’s homosexuality the day she 
reveals her own which entwines her even more with him, to her dismay, instead of severing their 
bonds.  

Inevitably, for Alison, the lines separating their identities blur immediately. This gives her a reason 
to reassess her relationship with Bruce and their seemingly dissimilar identities in ways quite 
inconspicuous, yet extremely emphatic. This manifests in how she keeps comparing their 
photographs in retrospect while constantly drawing parallels between themselves and mythical 
characters such as Daedalus and Icarus. She wonders if it was Bruce, the father who had assumed 
the role of Icarus, the child, his life choices flinging him towards the inescapable end into the 
ocean. This reassessment is accentuated by his sudden death in an accident within months after 
Alison declaring herself a lesbian. Strangely, death becomes the moment she keeps returning to in 
the entire memoir. Although she fails to feel shocked or aggrieved, she adds that death is inherently 
absurd, in a sense, ridiculous, and writes that “grief takes many forms, including the absence of 
grief.”1  

The narrative lends a rather feminist lens to comprehend their unusual bond, causing the reader to 
realise that perhaps the father and the daughter have been mirrored images of the same essence all 
along. Their so-called inversions dissolve into coinciding identities, be it in their queerness, their 
shared admiration for the so-called masculine beauty or their love of books. Alison reveals that it 
is those rare moments they had shared in tranquillity that are the most prominent memories etched 
in her mind. The portrayal of their conflicting natures which often run the risk of being reduced to 
an ever-quibbling father-daughter duo turns out to be more profound upon closer examination, 
where binaries co-exist in harmony in a space purged of absolutes and conclusion. 

However, it is Amruta Patil’s Kari, the first Indian graphic novel by a woman, which takes a more 
active role in resisting the heteronormative patriarchal society of the peninsula. While Fun 
Home, perhaps, is fictional in nature, the latter narrates a more personal story. The novel is as much 
about a love story as it is about the eponym, Kari’s rediscovery of self after her failed suicide 
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attempt when her lover Ruth leaves her, and whose memory continues to haunt her. The 
protagonist strikes the reader with an intensity rarely present in characters one finds in Indian 
Popular Literature. Kari, a blend of a curious, love-stricken, non-conforming, queer woman and a 
dark, detached recluse, and “counterpoint to the hyperfeminine prototypes one keeps coming 
across”,2  is a rather phenomenal character whose personality defies any reductive masculinist 
slipshod “suicidal lesbian” totalisation.3 

Bearing semblance with Virginia Woolf’s ‘stream-of-consciousness technique,’ the narrative 
becomes extremely lyrical, even poetic in some of the sections dealing with love and death. In 
combining words with illustrations, it beautifully conveys the shifting moods or tension of certain 
situations. For instance, Patil deftly captures the tension at the moment when Kari’s and Ruth’s 
eyes meet for the first time, making it almost palpable by illustrating lines that are shown wavering 
behind their conjoined gaze. Kari travels back and forth in time, assigning time frames to events 
by associating them with their surroundings and not the other way round. The incidents that unfold 
in the novel are assigned to culturally nuanced places. This gives it a sense of realism found in a 
person’s lived experiences. She explores a city through her unique gaze – be it while travelling on 
an auto via water-clogged roads or trudging through her days in her apartment. But if one looks 
deeply, the importance of the generous amounts of local flavour in Kari recedes partially, if not 
completely. While much of its appeal apparently comes from its setting in Mumbai, Kari’s ethos 
extends far beyond its geographical location. With an intensely feminist approach that seeks to 
blend the lines desperately drawn between the so-called binaries of the world, Kari transcends the 
bounds of immediate reality while embracing the same in all its earthliness.  

What enhances the story, even more, is the introduction of Angel, a cancer patient, whom Kari 
describes as someone who is “actively dying”, yet who is far more dynamic than every other 
character in the book. Their friendship deepens with time and can be perceived as reaching its apex 
when Angel rings up Kari in her deathbed, revealing that her time is up and Kari, the boatman, 
must ferry her over. Interestingly, the surreal analogy of the boatman juxtaposes her with the grey 
cityscape of Bombay, the “smog city” with sewers that she has to traverse on her boat, which Neel 
Mukherjee recalls as a direct allusion to the Greek myth of Charon, the boatman who ferries the 
dead across river Styx to the Underworld, becoming a bridge between life and death.4 

On a slightly different note, the sudden bursts of colour at specific turns in the book that add to the 
magnetic energy of Kari can be seen as an attempt to extract the essence of the narrative and its 
shifting moods – something peculiarly similar to the photograms taken by Adam Fuss. Fuss’ iconic 
and highly evocative yellow-toned photogram of a baby floating in a fluid is eerily surreal, 
quivering with life in light and shadow where the subject takes a backseat and its essence comes 
to the fore. Kari draws allegories in situations least expected that are more than just little detours 
off its course – they help distil the very core of the narrative, the heart beating underneath the 
surface that might otherwise go unnoticed. Kari evokes the image of Ruth as the “Princess”[i] she 
had once conjured for a piece of ad-content at work, and transforms its mundane, corporate nature 
into a deeply individualistic expression laden heavy with pain and poignance – the sewing Princess 
pricks her finger and soon finds herself lying on a bed of blood roses, bringing to mind an inverse 
of Fuss’ baby. The essence that is brought out through this seamless transition from reality to 
Kari’s imaginative spaces is hardly a thing one can place a finger on, yet its presence becomes 
truly tangible.  
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A large section of the narrative captures Kari’s stream of consciousness – a nebula in constant flux 
that traces several incredibly tender trains of thought, one of them being her ruminations on unborn 
children. She imagines swimming down to her roommate’s aborted baby, crying at the bottom of 
a manhole which is set in an ocean, trying to lull her to sleep by telling her that she is better off 
there, that “nothing should live that isn’t a labour of great, great love.”5 Somehow, the panels in 
this section feel strangely reminiscent of Fuss’s photogram mentioned earlier. 

Despite all the seriousness it engages itself with, the book never fails to amuse its readers, 
especially with Kari’s dry and dark sense of humour always at hand. When Lazarus, her colleague 
reads her a love poem, we are told how love poems, in general, are “dodgy enough to begin with, 
and then there are the badly written ones.”6 Lazarus, upon facing rejection and being aware of 
Kari’s love interest, asks her if she is a ‘proper lesbian’ – a question most queers in India have to 
face to date – to which she slyly answers that she is “armchair straight, armchair gay, an active 
loner.”7 Her response to the barber is equally savage when he insists on not giving her the buzz-
cut that she asks for. The barber disapprovingly comments “Madam, face looking boy type”8 while 
she triumphantly remarks “Bring on the ladies,”9 rather enjoying her ability to joyously ignore 
anything anyone has to say about her seemingly radical and non-conformist choices and 
preferences. 

However, no matter how far the book digresses to unfold other equally, if not more, fascinating 
narratives, in the end, it returns to remind the reader of Ruth’s looming presence in Kari’s memory. 
It might be tempting to think of Kari as a love story at its heart, but it becomes so much more, 
when standing on top of a building, wearing the buzz-cut, Kari smiles, finally emancipated from 
the pain of being left behind, happy to realise that even though she loves Ruth more than anyone 
else in the world, she won’t be jumping off ledges for anyone anymore. She speaks, “In a faraway 
city where the palette was pure and bright, Ruth stirred in her sleep, and smiled.”10 

It is evident that Fun Home and Kari are distinct at one basic level – the former is a memoir, a 
documentation of what has been true and lived, while the latter is a richly woven fiction. However, 
each of the protagonists, even though set a world apart, share something in their very essences. 

The individual emancipations of Kari and Alison do not lie simply in their freedom, to be honest 
with their sexualities or the incredibly independent lives that they choose to lead; they hardly even 
strike one as odd, a surprising thing to happen in societies that are still predominantly 
heteronormative. What truly sets them free is their reconciliation with the turbulent relationships 
in their lives – bonds with a lost lover and a dead father – even when they reached their respective 
ends. 

 
Notes 

 
1 Alison Bechdel, Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 

2006), p 227.  
2 Surangama Datta, "‘Can You See Her the Way I Do?’: (Feminist) Ways of Seeing in 

Amruta Patil’s Kari (2008)," Feminist Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in 
Culture and Politics, no. 4 (2020): pp. 1–13.  

3 Ibid. 
4 Neel Mukherjee, "Kari by Amruta Patil," Neel Mukherjee, April 24, 2008.  
5 Amruta Patil, Kari, India: Harper Collins, 2008, p. 98. 
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