From Fui Homee:
ALISON BECHDEL

A Famly Tragicomic

AvrisoN BeEcHDEL (b. 1960) was educated at both Simon’s Rock and
Oberlin Colleges. Upon graduating in 1981, she moved to New York City
with the intention of attending art school, but her applications were rejected.
Bechdel’s comic strip Dykes to Watch Out For, ticst published in 1983 in the
newspaper Womannews, garmered enough success for Bechdel to become a
full-time cartoonist in 1990. Her graphic memoir Fun Home: A Famaly
Tragicomic (2006) recounts growing up with her parents, both of whom
were school teachers and proprietors of a small-town funeral parlor. It also
addresses how Bechdel came to understand not only that she is gay, but also
that her father was, too. Fun Home was named one of the ten best books of
the year by Time magazine and was a finalist for the National Book Critics
Circle Award.

The term “graphic novel” was coined by Will Eisner in the 1970s as a
way to describe his books, in which he explored his Jewish ethnicity in
comic book format—a genre that had traditionally been associated with
humor. In Fun Home, Bechdel employs this medium to depict a number of
discoveries she made as she underwent the process of sorting out her and
her father’s sexual identities. Note how Bechdel uses the graphic novel
medium and think about how effective that strategy is. FHlow does it help her
analyze the process of understanding and accepting one’s identity® How

does it extend the definition of “graphic novel”?

From Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic by Alison Bechdel. Copyright © 2006 by Alison
Bechdel. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All
rights reserved.
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WHEN T WAS TEN, TWO YEARS AFTER OUR SEASIDE JAUNT WITH ROY, MY FATHER HAD
FOUND SOMEONE NEW TO HELP WITH THE YARDWORK.

WHY DO YOU
ALWAYS HAVE
THAT KNIFE?

SO INSTEAP OF GOING TO THE BEACH, WE WENT CAMPING.

THERE'S A SPRING.
WE'LL PUT [T IN

LL_ /7 HOW ARE YOU GOING
o THE WATER.

TO KEEP THE BACON
AND MILK cOLD?
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WECHUEE S Vv Hun Home: A Family Iragicomic

THE PLAN WAS TO GO TO OUR FAMILY’S THE BULLPEN WAS OUT IN THE FOREST

DEER CAMP, CALLED THE BULL PEN, OF THE ALLEGHENY PLATEAU, WHICH I FELT AS IF I'D BEEN STRIPPED NAKED

- ONCE STRETCHED UNDIFFERENTIATED MYSELF, INEXPLICABLY ASHAMED, LIKE
I DONTLIKE N7 T'MGONNAGO \| ALL THE WAY TO LAKE ERIE. ADAM AND EVE.

OH, AND, BRUCE, CAN YOU TAKE
THIS WITH YOU? iF ELSIE FINDS

E WOODS,

NOW [T WAS GOUGED WITH VAST STRIP MINES. MY BROTHERS AND T WERE EXCITED
ABOUT SEEING THE MONSTROUS SHOVELS THAT TORE OFF WHOLE MOUNTAINTOPS.

THE SHOVEL WASNT RUNNING, BUT THE
OPERATOR LET US INTO THE CAB.

THERE'S SOMg
MINING GOING ON JUST
DOWN THE ROAD. BIG AS

HOUSES, THOSE RIGS.

DONTOPEN
IT. IS DIRTY. T'LL
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INSIDE T WAS ASTONISHED BY WHAT
STRUCK ME AS A BIZARRE COINCIDENCE.
)

MY BROTHER
IGNORED M. BUT
LOOKING BACK,
MY STRATAGEM
STRIKES ME AS A
PRECOCIOUS FEAT
OF PROUSTIAN
TRANSPOSITION—

AS THE MAN SHOWED US AROUND, 1T
SEEMED IMPERATIVE THAT HE NOT KNOW
T WAS A GIRL.

7
JOHN! AT

—-NOT TO MENTION A TIDY
MELDING OF PROUST'S REAL
ALFRED AND HIS FICTIONAL

AL BERTINE.
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THE NEXT DAY, DAD WENT BACK TO TOWN FOR A FUNERAL. BILL. SHOWED MY BROTHERS
HOW TO SHOOT HIS .22. NONE OF US COULD MANAGE 70 PULL

s\

ABASHED, WE SLUNK INTO THE WOODS
TO GET CANS OF POP FROM THE SPRING.

w:: - . {J < I,

T WAS PROBABLY A BLACK RAT SNAKE, WHICH, T
HAVE LEARNED, CAN GROW TO SEVEN FEET LONG.
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ON THE DRIVE HOME, A POSTLAPSARIAN MELANCHOLY CREPT OVER ME. T HAD FAILED
SOME UNSPOKEN INITIATION RITE, AND LIFE'S POSSIBI

Ml

;

SENET

LITIES WERE NO LONGER INFINITE.
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WHAT IF MY FATHE

AT

L =

R HAD SEEN A SNAKE THE SIZE OF THAT ONE?

S R b

oy
£

'S OBVIOUSLY A PHALLUS, YET A MORE
ANCIENT AND UNIVERSAL SYMBOL OF THE

FEMININE PRINCIPLE WOULD BE HARD TO
COME BY,

MAYBE THAT'S WHAT'S SO UNSETTLING
ABOUT SNAKES.

SEE? THIS IS HOW
YOUD LOOK IF YOU HAD
LONG HAIR AND PULLED
T BACK IN A PONYTAIL.

PERHAPS THIS UNDIFFERENTIATION, THIS
NONDUALITY, IS THE POINT.
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AND N A WAY, YOU cOULD
SAY THAT MY FATHER'S END
WAS MY BEGINNING.

@q OR MORE PRECISELY, THAT THE
END OF HIS LIE COINCIDED WITH
THE BEGINNING OF MY TRUTH.

BECHDEL / From Fun Home: A Family Tragicomzc

I DIDN'T KNOW THERE WERE
WOMEN WHO WORE MEN'S CLOTHES
AND HAD MEN'S HAJRCUTS.

’g" = 3 . = =
Q.' r: 3 {\é':-.,, i {

WLl

BECAUSE I'D BEEN LYING TOO, FOR A
LONG TIME. SINCE T WAS FOUR OR FEIVE.

DAD HAD TAKEN ME WITH HIM ON A
BUSINESS TRIP TO PHILADELPHIA.

IN THE CITY, IN A LUNCHEONETTE... .-.WE SAW A MOST UNSETTLING SIGHT.
= n . = — Y . J
o
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¢ \‘\
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BUT LIKE A TRAVELER IN A FOREIGN COUNTRY WHO RUNS INTO ﬁ T
SOMEONE FROM HOME—~SOMEONE THEYVE NEVER SPOKEN TO, i |

BUT KNOW BY SIGHT——I RECOGNIZED HER WITH A SURGE OF JOY.

DAD RECOGNIZED
HER TOO.
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BUT THE VISION OF THE TRUCK-DRIVING
sULLU‘/KE SUSTAINED ME THROUGH THE

WHAT ELSE COULD T SaY?

AFTER DAD DIED, AN UPDATED TRANS-
| LATION OF PROUST CAME QUT, REMeM-

THE NEW TITLE IS A MORE LITERAL TRANSLATION OF A LA RECHERCHE DU TEMPS
PERDU, BUT [T STILL DOESN'T QUITE CAPTURE THE FULL RESONANCE OF PERDL.
THIS MEANS NOT JUST LOST

7
iy

ﬁ BUT RUINED, UNDONE, WASTED,
Nt WRECKED, AND SPOILED.

BECHDEL / From Fun Home: A Famzely Tragicomic

WHAT'S LOST IN TRANSLATION IS THE COMPLEXITY OF LOSS ITSELF. IN THE SAME BOX
WHERE T FOUND THE PHOTO OF ROY, THERE'S ONE OF DAD AT ABOUT THE SAME AGE-

-

Bt :‘:,33- Frr

HE'S WEARING A WOMEN'S
BATHING SUIT. A FRATER-
NITY PRANK? BUT THE

POSE HE STRIKES IS NOT
MINCING OR SILLY AT ALL.

HE'S LISSOME, ELEGANT.

IN ANOTHER PICTURE, HE'S SUN—
BATHING ON THE TARPAPER ROOF
SR -
HE TURNED TWi ~TWO. WAS THE
AS THE GIRL WHO TOOK THIS
BOY WHO TOOK [T HIS LOVER? POLAROID OF ME ON A FIRE
ESCAPE ON MY TWENTY-
FIRST BIRTHDAY WAS MINE?

x..

>
e

Vi
|

J THE EXTERIOR SETTING, THE
\ PAINED GRIN, THE FLEXIBLE

| WRISTS, EVEN THE ANGLE OF
/ SHADOW FALLING ACROSS OUR
/ FACES——IT'S ABOUT AS CLOSE
Vi AS A TRANSLATION CAN GET.
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“Not That There’s Anything

KATHERINE GANTZ Wrong weth That: Reading

the Queer in Seinfeld

KaTHERINE GaNTZ (b. 1970) is an assistant professor of French at St.
Mary’s College of Maryland. She received her BA from Wittenberg
University in Ohio and her MA and PhD from the University of Michigan.
Gantz has published articles on French cultural studies, French queer
theory, and American pop culture. Her research interests include

gender theory, feminist crticism, and the Decadent movement of turn-of-
the-century France, as well as early-twentieth-century women novelists.

In the following essay, Gantz analyzes the homoerotic—or “queer”—
subtext in Seinfeld, an award-winning television sitcom from the 1990s.
According to Gantz, the fact that the homoerotic content is all subtext, noth-
ing overt or explicit, is what makes a “queer reading” possible. As you read
her essay, consider how Gantz supports her interpretation of Sexnfeld
episodes and think about how this analytical approach might be applied to

other television shows or films.

THE WORLD OF MASS CULTURE,

American television, remains overwhelmingly homophobic. Queer

especially that which includes

theory offers a useful perspective from which to examine the hetero-
sexism at the core of contemporary television and also provides a pow-
erful tool of subversion. The aim of this article is twofold: first, it will
outline and explain the notion of a queer reading; second, it will apply
a queer reading to the narrative texts that comprise the situation com-
edy Seznfeld. The concept of the queer reading, currently en vogue in
literary analysis, has evolved from a handful of distinct but connected

From Straight with a Twist: Queer Theory and the Subject of Heterosexuality. Copyright ©
2000 by the Board of Trustees of the University of Ilinois. Used with permission of the
University of Illinois Press.
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sources, beginning with the popularization of the term “queer” In
1989, the AIDS activist group ACT UP created Queer Nation, an off-
shoot organization comprised of lesbians and gays dedicated to the
political reclaiming of gay identity under the positively recoded term
“queer.”! The group was initially formed as a New York City street
patrol organized to help counteract escalating hate crimes against gays.
As Queer Nation gained visibility in the public eye, the use of “queer,”
historically a derogatory slur for homosexuals, entered mto standard
parlance in the gay and lesbian press.” Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s
Epistemology of the Closet® appropriated the term with a broadened
interpretation of “queer,” suggesting not that literature be read with the
author’s possible homosexuality in mind but instead with an openness
to the queer (homoerotic and/or homosexual) contexts, nuances, con-
nections, and potential already available within the text. The concept
of “queerness” was elaborated once more in 1991, with the publi-
cation of Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories;* within this
assemblage of political, pedagogical, and literary essays, the term was
collectively applied to a larger category of sexual nonstraightness, as
will be further explained.

As the political construction of “queer” became increasingly disci-
plinized in academia, the emerging body of “queer theory” lost 1ts
specifically homosexual connotation and was replaced by a diffuse set
of diverse sexual identities. Like the path of feminism, the concept of
queerness had been largely stripped of its political roots and trans-
formed into a methodological approach accessible to manipulation by
the world of predominantly heterosexual, white, middle-class intellec-

Dave Walter, “Does Civil Disobedience Still Work?” Advocate, 20 Nov. 1990, 34-38. [Al
notes are those of the author. |

*For further discussion of the political and semiotic history of the word “queer.” see Ernesto
Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time (London: Verso, 1990): Teresa de
Lauretis, “Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities,” differences 5:2 (1991): iii-xviii;
Michelangelo Signorile, “Absolutely Queer: Reading, Writing, and Rioting,” Advocate, 6
Oct. 1992, 17.

SEve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1990).

"Diana Fuss, ed. Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories (New York: Routledge, 1991).
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tuals. It 1s with this problematic universalization of queer theory in
mind that I undertake an application of queer reading.

k0 kXK

In the summer of 1989, NBC debuted a tepidly received pilot entded
The Seinfeld Chromicles, a situation comedy revolving around the
mundane, urbane Manhattan existence of stand-up comic Jerry Seinfeld.
Despate its initially unimpressive ratings, the show evolved mto a suc-
cessful series and established its regular cast of Jerry’s three fictional
friends: George Costanza (Jason Alexander), ex-girlfriend Elaine Benes
(Julia Louis-Dreyfus), and the emigmatic neighbor Kramer (Michael
Richards)

*x k%

The show became a cultural phenomenon, claiming both a faithful
viewership and a confident position in the Nielsen ratings’ top ten. The
premise was to write a show about the details, minor disturbances, and
nonevents of Jerry’s life as they occurred before becoming fodder for the
stand-up monologues that bookend each episode. From the start,
Seinfeld’s audience has been comprised of a devoted group of “TV-
literate, demographically desirable urbanites, for the most part—who
look forward to each weekly episode in the Life of Jerry with a baby-
boomer generation’s self-involved eagerness,” notes Bruce Fretts, author

of The “Entertainment Weekly” “Seinfeld” Companion.”

k0 ok ok

If it seems hyperbolic to suggest that the participants n the Seinfeld
phenomenon (both spectators and characters included) have entered
into a certain delineated “lifestyle,” consider the significant lexicon of
Seinfeldian code words and recurring phrases that go unnoticed and
unappreciated by the infrequent or “unknowing” viewer. Catch phrases
such as Snapple, the Bubble Boy, Cuban cigars, Master of My Dornain,
Junior Mints, Mulva, Crazy Joe Davola, Pez, and Vandelay Industries all
serve as parts of the group-specific language that a family shares; these

“Bruce Fretts, The “Entertainment Weekly” “Seinfeld” Companion (New York: Warner
Books, 1993), 12.
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are the kinds of self-referential in-jokes that help one Seinfeld watcher
identify another.® This sort of tightly conscribed universe of meaning is
reflected not only by the decidedly small cast but also by the narra-
tive’s consistent efforts to maintain its intimacy. As this article will dis-
cuss, much of Seinfeld’s plot and humor (and, consequently, the
viewer’s pleasure) hinge on outside personalities threatening—and ulti-
mately failing—to invade the foursome. Especially where Jerry and
George are concerned, episodes are mostly resolved by expelling the
intruder and restoring the exclusive nature of their relationship. The
show’s camera work, which at times takes awkward measures to ensure
that Jerry and George remain grouped together within a scene, rein-
forces the privileged dynamic of their relationship within the narrative.

Superficially speaking, Seinfeld appears to be a testament to hetero-
sexuality: in its nine-year run, Jerry sported a new girdfriend in almost
every episode; his friendship with Elaine is predicated on their previ-
ous sexual relationship; and all four characters share in the discussion
and navigation of the (straight) dating scene. However, with a viewer-
ship united by a common coded discourse and an interest in the
cohesive (and indeed almost claustrophobic) exclusivity of its predom-
inantly male cast, clearly Seinfeld is rife with possibilities for homo-
erotic interpretation. As will be demonstrated, the construction, the
coding, and the framing of the show readily conform to a queer read-
ing of the Seinfeld text.

Here I wish to develop and define my meanings of the word
“queer” as a set of signifying practices and a category distinct from that
of gay literature. Inspired by [Alexander] Doty’s work, I will use
“queer”—as its current literary usages suggest—as relating to a wide-
ranging spectrum of “nonnormative” sexual notions, including not only
constructions of gayness and lesbianism but also of transsexualism,
transvestism, same-sex affinity, and other ambisexual behaviors and

6As evidence of this Seinfeldian shared vocabulary, I offer one of my primary resources for
this paper, The “Entertainment Weekly” “Seinfeld” Companton. Author Bruce Fretts creates
a partial glossary of these terms, situating them in their episodic contexts, cross-referencing
them with the episodes in which the term recurs, and finally providing a chronological plot
synopsis of episodes 1-61, ending with the 1993 season premicre, “The Pilot.”
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sensibilitics. Quecrness at times nay act merely as a space in which
heterosexual personalitics interact, in the same ways that a queer per-
sonality may operate within an otherwise heterosexual sphere. In this
system, “queer” does not stand in oppositon to “heterosexual” but
instead to “straight,” a term that by contrast, suggests all that is restric-
tive about “nonmative” sexuality, a category that excludes what is
deemed undesirable, deviant, dangerous, unnatural, unproductive.
“Queer,” then, should be understood not so much as an intrinsic prop-
erty but more as the outcome of both productive and receptive behav-
iors—a pluralized, inclusive term that may be employed by and applied
to both gay and nongay characters and spectators.”

The second point I wish to clanfy about the use of the term “queer”
as it relates to my own textual analysis of a mass culture text is the indi-
rect, nonexplicit nature of the queer relationships represented in
Seinfeld. Explicit references to homosexuality subvert the possibility
of a queer reading; by identifying a character as “gay,” such overt dif-
ference serves to mark the other characters as “not gay” Sexual
perimeters become limited, fixed, rooted in traditional definitions and
connotations that work contrary to the fluidity and subtle ambiguity of
a queer interpretation. It is precisely the unspokenness (“the love that
dare not speak its name”) of homoeroticisin between seemingly
straight men that allows the insinuation of a queer reading.

E I S

While queer-identified viewers may recognize the domesticity
between Jerry and George as that of a gay couple, straight viewers may
simply take pleasure in the characters’ intimate bond left unbroken by
outside (heterosexual) romantic interruptions.

This is not to say that Seinfeld ignores the explicit category of
homosexuality; on the contrary, the show is laden with references and
plot twists involving gay characters and themes. In scparate episodes,
Elaine is selected as the “best man” in a lesbian wedding (“The

"Doty outlines the political and semiotic complexities of the term “queer” in his insiglhtful
introduction to Making Things Perfectly Queer.
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Subway”); George accidentally causes the exposure of his girlfriend
Susan’s father’s affair with novelist John Cheever (“The Cheever
Letters™); and, after their break-up, George runs into Susan with her
new lesbian lover (“The Smelly Car”). At its most playful, Seznfeld
smugly calls attention to its own homosexual undercurrents in an
episode in which Jerry and George are falsely identified as a gay cou-
ple by a female journalist (“The Outing”).® Due to the direct nature of
such references to homosexuality, these are episodes that slyly deflect
queer reading, serving as a sort of lightning rod by displacing homo-
erotic undercurrents onto a more obvious target.

Such smoke-screen tactics seem to be in conflict with the multitude
of queer-identified semiotics and gay icons and symbols at play within
the Seinfeld text. Most notably, no “queer-receptive” viewer can look
at the Seinfeld graphic logo (at the episode’s beginning and before
commercials) without noticing the inverted triangle—hot pink during
the earliest seasons—dotting the “i” in “Seinfeld.” Although the sym-
bol dates back to the Holocaust (used to mark homosexuals for perse-
cution), the pink triangle has recently been recuperated by gay activists
during ACT UP’s widely publicized AIDS education campaign,
“Silence Equals Death,” and has consequently become a broadly rec-
ognized symbol of gayness.

Even if the pink triangle’s proactive gay recoding remains obscure
to the “unknowing” viewership (i.e., unfamiliar with or resistant to
queerness), Seinfeld also offers a multitude of discursive referents cho-

8My essay takes its title from this episode; while combating the rumor of their homosexual-
ity. the phrase “not that there’s anything wrong with that”™ scrves as Jerry and George's
knee-jerk addendum to their denials. The catch-phrase becomesa running joke through the
episode, being echoed in turn by Jerry’s and George’s mothers and, later, by Kramer as well.
9During the 1994 season, the Seinfeld triangle suddenly switched to blue. Might this sug-
gest that the show’s creators wished to distance themselves from an overly gay-identified
icon, or does a queer interpretation suggest that |erry is simply attempting to be more butch
during that period? The 1995 season was marked with an ambiguous green triangje; the
icon continued to change in cach following season. One can only speculate thar the shift
away from the pink triangle is meant to mirror the shift away from the queerness of the early
seasons—as evidenced by Susan’s abrupt renunciation of lesbianism and subsequent return
to George (my thanks to colleagues Melinda Kanner and Steve Bishop for their insighdful
ideas on this subject).
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sen lrom a popular lexicon of more common gay signifiers that are often
slurs i use by a homophobic public. In an episode revolving around
Jerry and Kramer’s discussion of where to find Sruit—longstanding
slang for a gay man—Jerry makes a very rare break from his standard
wardrobe of well-ironed button-up oxfords, instead sporting a T-shirt
with the word “QUEENS” across it. Although outwardly in reference
to Queens College, the word’s semiotic juxtaposition with the theme of
fruit evokes its slang connotation for effeminate gay men.

Narrative space is also queerly coded. Positioned as Jerry and
George’s “place” (or “male space”), the restaurant where they most
often meet is “Monk’s,” a name that conjures up images of an exclu-
sively male religious society, a “brotherhood” predicated on the main-
tenance of masculine presence/feminine absence, in both spiritual and
physical terms.

Recurring plot twists also reveal a persistent interest in the theme of
hidden or falsified identities. As early as Seinfeld’s second episode
(“The Stakeout™), George insists on creating an imaginary biography
for himself as a successful architect before meeting Jerry’s new girl-
friend. Throughout the Seinfeld texts, the foursome adopts a number
of different names and careers in hopes of pers uading outsiders (most
often potential romantic interests) that they lead a more interesting,
more superficially acceptable, or more immediately favorable existence
than what their real lives have to offer: George has assumed the iden-
tity of neo-Nazi organizer Colin O’Brian (“The Limo™); Elaine has
recruited both Jerry and Kramer as substitute boyfriends to dissuade
unwanted suitors (“The Junior Mint” and “The Watch”); Kramer has
posed as a policeman (“The Statue™) and has even auditioned under a
pscudonym to play himselfin the pilot of Ferry (“The Pilot”). Pretense
and fabrication often occur among the foursome as well. In “The
Apartment,” Jerty is troubled by Elaine’s imminent move into the
apartment above him. Worried that her presence will “cramp his style,”
he schemes to convince her that she will be financially unable to take
the apartment. In private, Jerry warns George that he will be witness to
some “heavy acting” to persuade Elaine that he is genuinely sympa-
thetic. Unshaken, George answers: “Are you kidding? I lie every sec-
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ond of the day; my whole life is a sham.” This deliberate “closeting” of
one’s lifestyle has obvious connections to the gay theme of “passing,”
the politically discouraged practice of hiding one’s homosexuality
behind a facade of straight respectability. One might argue that
Seinfeld is simply a text about passing—socially as well as sexually—in
a repressive and judgmental society. It must be noted, however, that
George and Jerry are the only two characters who do not lie to each
other; they are in fact engaged in maintaining each other’s secrets and
duplicities by “covering” for one another, thus distancing themselves
somewhat from Kramer and Elaine from within an even more exclusive
rapport.”

Another thematic site of queerness is the mystification of and result-
ing detachment from female culture and discourse. While Jerry glon-
fies such male-identified personalities as Superman, the Three
Stooges, and Mickey Mantle, he prides himself in never having seen a
single episode of I Love Lucy (“The Phone Message™). Even Elaine 1s
often presented as incomprehensible to her fanuliar male counterparts.
In “The Shoes,” Jerry and George have no problem creating a story
line for their situation comedy, Ferry, around male characters; how-
ever, when they try to “write in” Elaine’s character, they find them-

selves stumped:

Jerry: [In the process of writing the script.] “Elaine enters. . . . What

does she say ...?
George: [Pause.] What do they [women] say?
Jerry: [Mystified.] I don’t know.?

'A particularly useful example of this theme occurs in “The Café,” in which George, termn-
fied of his girlfriend Monica’s request that he take an IQ test, fears that he will not be able
to pass. Out of desperation, he arranges for the more intelligent Elaine to take the test for
him by passing it out to her through an open window. Jerry too has approved their secret
plan to pass George off as an intelligent, appropriate partner for Monica: “Hey, 1 love a good
caper!” Despite their best efforts to dupe Monica by presenting George in a false light, she
discovers their duplicity and breaks up with him.

2When questioned, Jerry makes no secret about the intensity of his “friendship” with
George; in “The Dog,” he confesses that they talk on the phone six times a day—coinciden-
tally, the same number of times a day that he gargles.

3All dialogue quoted in this essay, unless otherwise indicated, comes from my own tran-
scriptions of the television programs in question.

121

15



GANTZ / “Not That There’s Anything Wrong with That”

After a brief deliberation, they opt to omit the female character comn-
pletely. As Jerry explains with a queerly loaded rationale: “You, e,
Kramer, the butler. . . . Elaine 1s too much.” Later, at Monk’s, Elaine
complains about her exclusion from the pilot. Jerry confesses: “We
couldn’t write for a woman.” “You have no tdea?” asks Elaine, dis-
gusted. Jerry looks at George for substantiation and replies: “None.”
Clearly, the privileged bond between men excludes room for an under-
standing of and an interest in women; like Elaine in the pilot, the
feminine presence is often simply deleted for the sake of maintaining a
stronger, more coherent male narrative.

Jerry seems especially ill at ease with notions of female sexuality, per-
haps suggesting that they impinge on his own. In “The Red Dot,” Jerry
convinces the resistant George that he should buy Elaine a thank-you gft
after she procures himn a job at her office. Despite George’s tighthisted
unwillingness to invest money n such social graces as gift giving, he
acquiesces. The duo go to a department store in search of an appropn-
ate gift for Flaine. Jerry confesses: “I never feel comfortable in the
women’s department; I feel like I’m just a litele too close to trying on a
dress.” While browsing through the women’s clothing, George describes
his erotic attraction to the cleaning woman in his new ofhce:

George: . . . she was swaying back and forth, back and forth, her hips
swiveling and her breasts—uh . ..

Jerry: . .. convulsing?

George reacts with disdain at the odd word choice, recognizing that
Jerry’s depiction of female physicality and eroticism is both inappro-
priate and unappealing. (It should be noted that the ensuing sexual
encounter between George and the cleaning woman ultinately results
in the loss of both their jobs; true to the pattern, George’s foray into
heterosex creates chaos.)

Although sites of queerness occur extensively throughout the
Seinfeld oeuvre, the most useful elucidation of its queer potential
comes from a closer, more methodical textual analysis. To provide a
contextualized view of the many overlapping sites of queerness—
symbolic, discursive, thematic, and visual—the following is a critique
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of a Seinfeld episode especially conducive to a queer reading of
Seinfeld’s male homoerotic relationships.

“The Boyfriend” explores the ambiguous valences of male friend-
ships. Celebrated baseball player Keith Hernandez stars as himself (as
does Jerry Seinfeld among the cast of otherwise fictional characters),
becoming the focal point of both Jerry’s and, later, Elaine’s attentions.
Despite Elaine’s brief romantic involvement with Keith, the central
narrative concerns Jerry’s interactions with the baseball player.
Although never explicitly discussed, Jerry’s attachment to Keith 1s rep-
resented as romantic in nature.

The episode begins in a men’s locker room, prefiguring the homo-
erotic overtones of the coming plot. The locker room is clearly delin-
eated as “male space”; its connection to the athletic field posits it as a
locale of physicality, where men gather to prepare for or to disengage
from the privileged (and predominantly homophobic) world of male
sports. The locker room, as a site of potential heterosexual vulnerabil-
ity as men expose their bodies to other men, is socially safe only when
established as sexually neutral—or, better still, heterosexually charged
with the machismo of athleticism. This “safe” coding occurs almost
immediately in this setting, accomplished through a postgame compar-
ison of Jerry’s, George’s, and Kramer’s basketball prowess. As they
finish dressing together after their game, it is the voracious, ambisexual
Kramer who immediately upsets the precarious sexual neutrality, vio-
lating the unspoken code of locker-room decorum:

Kramer: Hey, you know this is the first time we’ve ever seen each other
naked?

Jerry: Believe me, I didn’t see anything.

Kramer: [With disbeliet.] Oh, you didn’t sneak a peek?

Jerry: No—did you?

Kramer: Yeah, I snuck a peek.

Jerry: Why?

Kramer: Why not? What about you, George?

George: [Hesitating] Yeah, I—snuck a peck. But it was so fast that I
didn’t see anything; it was just a blur.

Jerry: I made a conscious effort no¢ to look; there’s certain information I

just don’t want to have.
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Jerry displays his usual disdain for all things corporeal or carnal. 20 3

Such unwillingness to participate in Kramer’s curiosity about men’s
bodies also secures Jerry finnly on heterosexual ground, a necessary
pretext to make his intense feelings for Keith “safe”” The humor of
these building circumstances depends on the assumption that Jerry 1s
straight; although this episode showcases Seinfeld’s characteristic
playfulness with queer subject matter, great pains are taken to prevent
the viewer from ever believing (or realizing) that Jerry is gay.

After Kramer leaves, Jerry and George spot Hernandez stretching
out in the locker room. With Kramer no longer threatening to intro-
duce direct discussion of overtly homnoerotic matters, the queer is
permitted to enter into the narrative space between Jerry and George.
Both baseball aficionados, they are bordering on giddy, immediately
starstruck by Hernandez. Possessing prior knowledge of Keith’s per-
sonal life, Jerry remarks that Hernandez 1s not only a talented athlete
but intelligent as well, being an American Civil War buff. “I wish I were
a Civil War buff,” George replies longingly. Chronically socially inept,
George is left to appropriate the interests of a man he admires without
being able to relate to him more directly.*

Keith introduces himself to Jerry as a big fan of his comedy; Jerry is
mstandy flattered and returns the compliment. As the jealous and
excluded George looks on (one of the rare times that Jerry and George
break rank and appear distinctly physically separated within a scene),
Keith and Jerry exchange phone numbers and plan to meet for coffee
in the future. Thus, in the strictly homosocial, theoretically nonroman-
tic masculine world of the locker room, two men have initiated an
interaction that becomes transformed into a relationship, consistently
mirroring traditional television representations of heterosexual dating
rituals. The homoerotic stage is set.

A queer reading of the social differences between Jerry and George reveals a substratun of
conflict: within the homoerotic dynamic that groups them together as a couple, George is
constantly portrayed as crude, unrefined, and in need of direction. When George is paired
with Jerry in the intimate, caretaking relationship they share, their connection suggests a
domestic partnership in which Jerry, the more successful and refined of the duo, acts as
their public voice, correcting George’s social missteps, allowing them to “pass™ less notice-
ably through acceptable, urban, upper-middle-class society.
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Later, at Monk’s, Jerry complains to Elaine that three days have passed
without a call from Keith. When Elaine asks why Jerry doesn’t initiate the
first call, he responds that he doesn’t want to seem overanxious: “If
he wants to see me, he has my number; he should call. I can’t stand these
guys—you give your number to them, and then they don’t call.”

Here, in his attempts not to seem overly aggressive, Jerry identifies
with the traditionally receptive and passive role posited as appropriate
female behavior. By employing such categorization as “these guys,”
Jerry brackets himself off from the rest of the heterosexual, male dating
population, reinforcing his identification with Elaine not as Same (i.e.,
straight male) but as Other (Elaine as Not Male, Jerry as Not Straight).
Elaine responds sympathetically:

Elaine: I’m sorry, honey.

Jerry: I mean, I thought he liked me, I really thought he liked me—we
were getting along. He came over to me, I didn’t go over to Aim.

Elaine: {Commiserating.} I know.

Jerry: Here I meet this guy, this great guy, ballplayer, best guy I ever met

in my life . . . well, that’s it. ’m never giving my number out to another

guy again.

Jerry is clearly expressing romantic disillusionment in reaction to
Keith’s withdrawal from their social economy. Elaine further links her
identity—as sexually experienced with men—to Jerry’s own situation:

Flaine: Sometimes I give my number out to a guy, and it takes him a

month to call me.
Jerry: [Outraged.] A month? Ha! Have him call me after a month—let’s

see if ke has a prayer!

Thus, Jerry’s construction of his relationship with Keith is one bound
by the rules of heterosexual dating protocol and appropriate exchange;
the intensity of his feelings and expectations for his relationship with
Keith have long surpassed normative (that is, conventional, expected,
tolerable), straight male friendship. By stating that Keith’s violation of
protocol will result in Jerry’s withdrawal, it 1s clear that Jerry is only
willing to consider any interactions with Keith in terms of a romantic
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model—one that, as suggested by Keith’s relative indifference, is based
in fantasy.

Elaine suggests that he simply put an end to the waiting and call
Keith to arrange an evening out. Jerry ponders the possibility of dinner
but then has doubts:

Jerry: But don’t you think that dinner might be coming on too strong?
Kind of a turnoff?

Elaine: [Incredulous.] Jerry, it’s a guy.

Jerry: [Covering his eyes.] It’s all very confusing.

Throughout the episode, Jerry is content to succumb to the excite-
ment of his newfound relationship, until the moment when someone
nevitably refers to its homoerotic nature (terms such as “gay” and
“homosexual” are certainly implied but never explicitly invoked).
Elaine’s reminder that Jerry’s fears about a “turnoff” are addressed to
a man quickly ends his swooning; he covers his eyes as if to suggest a
groggy return from a dream-like state.

To interrupt and divert the narrative attention away from Jerry’s
Increasingly queer leanings, the scene abruptly changes to George at the
unemployment office, where he is hoping to maneuver a thirteen-week
extension on his unemployment benefits.”> There, George evades the
questions of his no-nonsense interviewer Mrs. Sokol until she forces him
to provide one name of a company with which he had recently sought
employment. Having in truth interviewed nowhere, he quickly concocts
“Vandelay Industries,” a company, he assures her, he had thoroughly
pursued to no avail. Further pressed, he tells Mrs. Sokol that they are
“makers of latex products.” His blurting-out of the word “latex” must
not be overlooked here as a queer signifier directly associated with the
gay safe-sex campaigns throughout the last decade. Whereas “condoms”
as a signifier would have perhaps been a more mainstream (straight) sex-
ual symbol, latex evokes a larger category of products—condoms, gloves,
dental dams—linked closely with the eroticization of gay safe-sex prac-

*lt should be noted that George’s presentation as both unemployed and desperate accentu-
ate the clear class differences between him and Jerry, the successful stand-up comic being
courted by a celebrity athlete.
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uces. When Mrs. Sokol insists on information to verify his claim, it is
telling that George provides Jerry’s address and phone number as the
lome of Vandelay latex. George’s lie necessitates a race back to Jerry’s to
warn him of the impending phone call; once again, he will depend on

Jerry’s willingness to maintain a duplicity and to adopt a false identity as

the head of Vandelay Industnes.
As if to await the panicked arrival of George, the scene changes to

Jerry’s apartment, where he is himself anxiety-ridden over his impend-

ing night out with Keith. In a noticeable departure from his usual range
of conservative color and style, he steps out of his bedroom, modeling
a bright orange and red shirt, colors so shocking that they might best
he described as “flaming.” Pivoting slightly with arms outstretched in
a style suggesting a fashion model, he asks Elaine’s opinion. Again, she
rcininds him: “Jerry, he’s a guy.” Agitated (but never denying her impli-
cation of homoerotic attraction), he drops his arms, attempting to hide
his nervous discomfort.

Jerry’s actual evening out with Keith remains unseen (closeted) until
the end of the “date™; the men sit alone in the front seat of Keith’s car
outside of Jerry’s apartment. In the setup that prefigures the close of
I'laine’s date with Keith later in the episode, Jerry sits in the passenger
scat next to him; a familiar heterosexual power dynamic 1s at play.
Kcith, as both the car owner and driver, acts and reacts in his appropri-
ate masculine role. Jerry, within the increasingly queer context of an
iutimate social interaction with another man, is left to identify with
what we recognize as the woman’s position in the car. As the passen-
ger and not the driver, he has relinquished both the mechanical and
social control that defines the dominance of the male role. In a sym-
bolic interpretation of power relations, Jerry’s jump into the feminized
grender role is characterized by the absence of the steering wheel:

Jerry: [Aloud to Keith.] Well, thanks a lot, that was really fun. [Thinking
to himself.] Should I shake his hand?

"This anxiety and expectation over appropriate and mutually appealing
plysical contact expresses the same kind of desire—that is, sexual—that
Kcith will express with Elaine later on; whereas Keith will long for a kiss,
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Jerry’s desires have been translated into a more acceptable forin of physi-
cal contact between men. It would seem that part of Jerry’s frustration in
this situation comes fromn the multiplicity of gender roles that he plays.
Whereas in his interactions with George, Jerry occupies the dominant role
(controlling the discourse and the action), he is suddenly relegated to a
more passive (feminine) position in his relationship with the hypermascu-
line Keith Hernandez. Part of the tension that comprises the handshake
scene stems not only from Jerry’s desire to interact physically and appro-
priately but also from wanting to initiate such an action from the disadvan-
taged, less powerful position of the (feminine) passenger’s seat. I would
suggest that the confusion arising out of his relationship with Keith is not
strictly due to its potentially homosexual valences but is also the result of
the unclear position (passive/dominant, feminine/masculine, nelly/butch)
that Jerry holds within the homoerotic/homosexual coupling.

Once again, the humor of this scene is based on the presupposition
that Jerry is straight and that this very familiar scene is not a homosex-
ual recreation of heterosexual dating etiquette but simply a parody of
1t. Nonetheless, Jerry’s discorafort over initiating a handshake betrays
the nature of his desire for Keith. From behind the steering wheel (the
seat of masculine power), Keith invites Jerry to a movie over the com-
ing weekend. Jerry is elated, and they shake hands: a consummation of
their successful social interaction. However, Keith follows up by telling
Jerry that he would like to call Elaine for a date; the spell broken, Jerry
responds with reluctance and thinly veiled disappointment.

Back in Jerry’s apartment, George jealously asks for a recounting of
Jerry’s evening with Keith. Again, the handshake is reinforced as the
symbol of a successful male-to-male social encounter:

George: Did you shake his hand?

Jerry: Yeah.

George: What kind of a handshake does he have?

Jerry: Good shake, perfect shake. Single pup, not too hard. He didn’t
have to prove anything, but firm enough to know he’s there.

George and Jerry share a discourse, laden with masturbatory overtones,
in which quantifying and qualifying the description of a handshake
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expresses information about the nature of men’s relationships. This
implicit connection between male intimacy and the presence and qual-
ity of physical contact clearly transcends the mterpretation of the hand-
shake in a heterosexual context. Upon hearing that Jerry had in fact
shaken hands with Keith, George follows with the highly charged ques-
tion: “You gonna see him again?” Here, the use of the verb “to see,”
mplying organized social interaction between two people, is typically
in reference to romantic situations; George has thus come to accept
Jerry in a dating relationship with Keith.

Elaine enters and immediately teases Jerry: “So, how was your
date?” Not only has she invaded Jerry and George’s male habitat, but
she has once again made explicit the romantic nature of Jerry’s connec-
tion to Keith that he can only enjoy when unspoken. Jerry is forced to
respond (with obvious agitation): “He’s a guy.” Elaine quickly reveals
that she and Keith have made a date for the coming Friday, perhaps
expressing an implicit understanding of a rivalry with Jerry. Realizing
that such plans will interfere with his own “date” with Keith, Jerry
protests with disappointment and resentment. Elaine mistakes his
anger as being in response to some lingering romantic attachment
to her:

Elaine: I've never seen you jealous.
Jerry: You weren’t even at Game Six—you’re not even a fan!
Elaine: Wait a second . . . are you jealous of hum or are you jealous of me?

Flustered and confused, Jerry walks away without responding, allow-
ing the insinuation of a queer interpretation to be implied by his
slence.

Jerry steps outside of the apartment just as Kramer enters; he sits
alone with Flaine as George disappears into the bathroom. Predictably,
it is just as Kramer finds himself next to the phone that the call from the
unemployment bureau arrives; Kramer, the only one uninformed about
George’s scheme, answers the phone and responds with confusion,
assuring the caller that she has reached a residential number, not
Vandelay Industries. Having overheard, George bursts from the bath-
room in a panic, his pants around his ankles. Despite his frantic pleading
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with Kramer to pass him the phone, Krainer is already hanging up; the
defeated George collapses on the floor. Precisely at this moment, Jerry
reenters the apartment. In a highly unusual aerial shot, the cainera shows
us Jerry’s perspective of George, face down, boxer shorts exposed, and
prone, lying before him on the floor in an obvious position of sexual
receptivity. Jerry quips: “And you want to be my latex salesman.” Once
again, Jerry’s reinvocation of latex has powerful queer connotations in
response to seeing George seminude before him.

The next scenes juxtapose Elaine and Keith’s date with Jerry’s alter-
nate Friday night activity, a visit to see his friends’ new baby. Elaine, the
focal point of a crowded sports bar discussing Game Six of the World
Series with Keith, has occupied the very place (physically and roman-
tically) that Jerry had longed for. In the accompanying parallel scene of
Jerry, he seems both out of place and uncomfortable amid the domes-
tic and overwhelmingly heterosexual atmosphere of the baby’s nurs-
ery. The misery over losing his night on the town to Elaine is amplified
by his obvious distaste for the nuclear family, the ultimate signifier of
“straightness.”

The scene again changes to Keith and Elaine alone in his car, this
time with Elaine in the passenger seat that Jerry had previously occu-
pied. Elaine, comfortable in her familiar and appropriate role as
passive/feminine, waits patiently as Keith (in the privileged masculine
driver’s seat) silently wonders whether or not he should kiss her, mir-
roring Jerry’s earlier internal debate over suitable intimate physical
contact. Although they kiss, Elaine is unimpressed. Later, just as
George had done, Jerry pumps Elaine for information about her date.
When Elaine admits that she and Keith had kissed, Jerry pushes fur-
ther: “What kind of kiss was it?” Incredulous at Jerry’s tactlessness,
Elaine does not respond. Jerry at last answers her standing question:
“I’m jealous of everybody.”

Keith calls, interrupting one of the few moments in the episode when
Jerry and George share the scene alone. After hanging up, he explains
with discomfort that-he has agreed to help Keith in his move to a new
apartment. George seems to recognize and identify with Jerry’s appre-
hension over this sudden escalation in their rapport. “This is a big step
in the male relationship,” Jerry observes, “the biggest. That’s like going
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all the way.” Never has Jerry made such a direct reference to the poten-
ttal for sexual contact with Keith. Of course, Keith has by no means
propositioned Jerry, which makes the queer desire on Jerry’s part all the
more obvious in contrast with the seemingly asexual nature of Keith’s
request. However, Jerry has made clear his own willingness to homo-
croticize his friendship with another man. By likening “going all the
way” to moving furniture, Jerry is able to fantasize that Keith shares

Jerry’s homosexual desire. Ingeniously, he has crafted an imaginary set of

circumstances that allow him to ignore Keith’s preference for Flaine as a
sexual object while tidily completing his fantasy: Keith has expressed
desire for Jerry, but now Jerry has the luxury of refusing his advance on
the moral ground that he will not rush sexual intimacy. Once Keith
artives, Jerry tells him that he cannot help him move, explaining that it 1s
still too soon in their relationship. Again, by positing Keith in the mascu-
line role of sexual aggressor, Jerry in turn occupies the stereotypically
ferninine role of sexual regulator/withholder.

Kramer and Newman arrive just as Jerry declines Keith’s request;
not surprisingly, Kramer jumps at the opportunity to take Jerry’s
place. As he and Newman disappear out the door to help Keith move
his furniture, Jerry commiserates with Elaine over the phone: “You
broke up with him? Me too!” Even as Jerry’s homoerotic adventure has
drawn to a close, Kramer’s last-minute appearance lends an air of sex-
ual unpredictability to end the episode on a resoundingly queer note.

* k¥

Seinfeld’s narrative design would, at first glance, seem to lack the
depth necessary in character and plot to facilitate a discussion of the
complexities of homoerotic male relationships. The sort of nonspe-
cific, scattered quality of the Seinfeld text, however, makes it well suited
to the fluid nature of a queer reading, whose project is more concerned
with context than fixity, more with potential than evidence.
Nonetheless, Seinfeld is full of both context and evidence that lead the
text’s critics toward a well-developed queer reading. Seinfeld enjoys a
kind of subculture defined by a discursive code that unites its members
in a common lexicon of meaning. The narrative restricts its focus to the
foursome, containing and maintaining the intimate bonds between the
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show’s three men and its one woman (the latter being clearly posi-
ttoned as sexually incompatible and socially separate from the others).
Directly related to this intense interconnection, the foursome often
causes each member’s inability to foster outside heterosexual romantic
mnterests.

Jerry and George share the most intimate relationship of them all;
they aid each other in perpetuating duplicities while remaining truth-
ful only with one another. They are the two characters who most fre-
quently share a frame and who create and occupy male-coded narrative
spaces, whether in the domestic sphere of Jerry’s apartment or in the
public sphere at Monk’s.

All of these relationships are in motion amid a steady strean of other
discursive and iconic gay referents. Their visibility admits the “know-
ing” viewer into a queerly constructed Seinfeld universe while never
being so explicit as to cause the “unknowing” viewer to suspect the
outwardly “normal” appearance of the show.

Reading the queer in Seinfeld sheds a revealing light on the show’s
“not that there’s anything wrong with that” approach to representa-
tions of male homoeroticism. While sustaining a steadfast demal of its
gay undercurrents, the text playfully takes advantage of provocative
semiotic juxtapositions that not only allow but also encourage the
“knowing” spectator to ignore the show’s heterosexual exterior and
instead to explore the queerness of Seznfeld.
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