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ABSTRACT

HOUSE/BROKEN:

Debbie Drechsler’s Daddy’s Girl and the Crisis of the House.

by

Christi Kayte Young

HOUSE/BROKEN examines the relationship between architecture and its inhabitants. It
focuses on the single-family dwelling, and specifically investigates the relationship
between a child-victim of domestic sexual abuse and the space of the house. These issues
are explored through the work of artist Debbie Drechsler. Drechsler’s book Daddy’s Girl
1s a comic book depiction of a child’s life inside a sexually and emotionally abusive
home. The comic strip narratives in Daddy’s Girl are carefully read for what they can
reveal about the complex relationship between a child-victim and the dangerous place
called “home”. I draw upon the work of Elaine Scarry to consider how architectural
elements such as rooms and doors, and objects within the house such as beds and cookie
Jars, are transformed in to weapons, traps, warnings, friends, or signs of danger--through

the routine practice of abuse.
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introduction

A house is:

a violent space. A trap. A box. A cage. A weapon. A screen.

A door is:

an opening. A barrier. A warning.

A bed is:

a resting place. A site of unspeakable acts. A site of violence. A site of training.

House/Broken. When I say the house is broken I mean that it is not a shelter. Not
a safe place. It has ceased to provide its most basic function, the function of architecture
itself: to shelter, to shield from harm. When abuse is happening inside the house it
becomes a dangerous place. The house is broken. It has broken down in its role as house.

There is another way to read the term house/broken. When we speak of a dog who
has been house broken, we mean a dog who has been effectively domesticated. A dog
who won’t shit on the rug. The dog’s animal spirit has been broken so that it may live
amongst humans in the house. One of the goals of child abuse, particularly repeated,
systematic, family violence, is to break the child, to shape and to control the child. It is a
kind of training and it uses corporal means to accomplish this “domestication”.

Does the house do the breaking?

What role does the house itself play in narratives of family violence? What does
architecture, the space of the house have to do with the oppressive environment of the

family and structures of abuse? Does it play a role? In abusive households, what kinds of



relationships are formed between the inhabitants and the house? How does the house
figure in memory and trauma recollection, testimony and representation of memory?

I have spent a large portion of my adult life devoted to the study of domestic
violence, specifically the abuse of children by parental figures, and even more
specifically child sexual abuse within the family environment. I have approached this
topic first from the standpoint of a victim/survivor trying to make sense of my own life,
and then as a political analyst and cultural critic wanting to understand the impact of this
practice on the greater society. As a student of architecture, I increasingly became
interested in the structure of familial violence and what role the physical structure of the
house itself might play in abusive practices. It occurred to me that when the house
becomes a dangerous space for some of its inhabitants, then it breaks down in its role of
providing shelter. This reversal, of inside-as-dangerous, outside-as-safe(r), seemed to be a
discussion worthy of devoting a thesis to.

My starting place for gathering information about these relationships is written
narratives of survivors of childhood domestic violence, as adults, looking back and
speaking out about their lives, usually in fragments, collected in anthologies. In the
1980s, in the U.S. at least, a movement springing from feminist and psychological

9 1

communities began that some have named “the incest survivor’s movement.” ' Women
began to speak out about their childhood experiences of sexual violence, and began to
name their perpetrators, sometimes publicly. Several anthologies were published around

this time (and since), collecting the narratives of victim and survivors. Some of the stories

were written in therapeutic writing workshops as healing exercises, some of them were

! See Louise Armstrong, Rocking the Cradle of Sexual Politics: What Happened When Women Said Incest
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1994)



taken from the autobiographies of famous writers other public figures; some of them
were transcribed from taped interviews. I began to look at these texts as my objects of
study and to read them for how the architecture, the space of the house, objects in the
house and architectural elements, figured in the memory and the telling of these stories of
childhood trauma. At first I wasn’t sure I would find much. But, as I made my way
through the stories in one of the better-known anthologies called, I Never Told Anyone,
making small marks next to passages where architecture was mentioned, I soon found
that I was marking the entire book.*> The accounts were riddled with descriptions of
walls, doors, locks, hallways, closets, attics, garages, secret hiding places—in short, I
learned that I would not be at a loss for material, and also that perhaps there was

something to this hunch of mine.

One of the narratives I came across actually falls outside of the scope of the
survivor anthologies from the 1980’s. Debbie Drechsler’s 1995 Daddy’s Girl is a
collection of comics depicting the life of a girl whose father is sexually abusing her.’ In
some of the strips, the actual assaults are graphically represented, while others show the
subtle yet striking effect of the abuse on the child’s life and self-image. What I am
interested in is the ways in which the domestic space is rendered in Drechsler’s story and
what it can tell us about the way the family interacts with the space in such a household.

As I moved further into my study of survivor narratives, I noticed patterns and
themes beginning to immerge. There were issues of access and lack of access to certain

rooms in the house. The house itself, or elements and objects within it, immerged as signs

? Ellen Bass and Louise Thorton, eds., I Never Told Anyone: Writings by Women Survivors of Child Sexual
Abuse (New York: Harper & Row, 1983)
® Debbie Drechsler, Daddy’s Girl (Seattle: Fantagraphic Books, 1995)



and often as weapons. For instance, the sound of footsteps on stairs served as warnings,
or a victim was pushed into furniture, or thrown onto the floor. Victims tended to develop
a secret knowledge of the spaces in the house: hiding places, special doors, and an
awareness of sights and sounds that assisted them in their navigation of this dangerous
place they called home.

I found myself irresistibly drawn back to Debbie Drechsler’s book of comics.
Perhaps because of the profound effect the book had on me when I first came across it.
The stories in the book resonate with my own experience so strongly, seeing them out in
the world, I finally feel known--as if my story is told, without me telling it. The medium
of the comic, image and word, and the stylized, almost primitive nature of the drawings
combine to form a powerful representation of a child’s world in a dangerous house. The
images are graphic without being sensational or titillating. The comic book also finds
itself situated in a very different context in terms of readership and exposure than any of
the survivor narrative anthologies, which were largely intended for those dealing directly
with abuse issues. This book is sold in comic shops, marketed to an alternative comic
subculture. Readers without a specific interest in abuse issues are picking up this book.
When most of us think of comics we either think of superhero stories, or the Sunday
funnies.* The word comic implies “funny,” or, in the case of the superheroes, at least not
serious. Drechsler’s stories are not funny. They are very serious. And while each story in
the book stands on its own as a complete strip, one always feels that there is more to each

narrative, which will never be revealed. Her stories are filled with long pauses and the

* Of course in recent years, a genre of comics known as “adult comics,” or “alternative comics” has begun
to stake out significant territory in the world of comics. These comic books and graphic novels take on
more serious themes than what is traditionally associated with comic books. Drawn & Quarterly is a major
publisher of these types of comics. Drechsler’s work falls under this genre.



narratives unfold slowly. This is especially evident in her Nowhere series’ which
followed Daddy’s Girl. Because the stories unfold, in part, through images, careful
readings of those images allow me to bring forward issues that are consistently present in
survivor narratives as a whole, while engaging with the visual/architectural problems of
representation of space through drawing. Each strip in Drechsler’s collection entitled
Daddy’s Girl, lends itself to an investigation of this nature. Her work is the primary
object of study for my project.

My thesis is organized into five sections. Harmful House, More or Less a Room,
Body as House, Body Outside and (Un)Known House. These categories allow me to read
across Drechsler’s series of strips, pulling out the moments where the abuse narrative and
architecture collide. Informing my readings of Drechsler’s work are the dozens of other,
written, survivor narratives that I have poured over, as well as the work of theoreticians
like Elaine Scarry, Michel de Certeau, Gaston Bachelard, Michele Foucault, Lars Lerup,
John Biln and Marilyn Frye, among others.

The first section, Harmful House, addresses generally and specifically the space
of the house as dangerous or even toxic to the character Lily in Daddy’s Girl. Lily’s
relative safety and lack of safety within the home are marked out in absences and
presences of particular family members, and her position in terms of the public and
private spaces within the house. The level of threat the house poses depends largely upon
who is located where in relation to Lily. In addition to this level of potential harm within
the house, we also find that the house holds substances that are harmful, potentially

deadly to Lily. In one of the stories, Lily goes to the medicine cabinet in the bathroom to

3 Debbie Drechsler, Nowhere (Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly, 1996)



find pills to do herself in. In other scenes, she binges on cookies and Cheetos for comfort,
though the effects are rarely beneficial in the long run.

The section More or Less a Room asks a theoretical question about architecture:
what qualifies as a room, as a discrete place within the house, when doors can always be
opened, when privacy can always be intruded upon? In Drechsler’s work, does the room
recede or come forward during violent events?

The third section, Body As House, theorizes the relation between the corporeal
and the architectural, looking at the ways in which Lily, like many abuse victims,
attempts to shelter herself through loose clothing and weight gain. In this section I
discuss the spaces of and around the body, and the way that physical sexual abuse is an
invasion of the space of the body. Elaine Scarry’s analysis of the structure of torture, and
the use of pain to instantiate beliefs, is brought to bear on the practice of child sexual
abuse.® Physical contact with the body is a powerful training and controlling device.

The fourth section, Body Outside, explores the conflicted relationship that Lily
develops with the world outside the house, specifically, the natural world, and the woods
near her house. In the woods and in the outdoors she finds both freedom and more abuse.
The conflicted relationship that child victims establish with both the house and the out-
of-doors stems from their simultaneous fear of and dependency on the house and their so-
called guardians.

My fifth and final section is called (Un)known House. Here I look at the ways in
which Lily both knows and doesn’t know the house. Children, and in particular abuse

victims, develop intricate knowledges of the subtle details of the houses they inhabit.

¢ Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1985).



They come to know a house to which others may not have access They learn when it
becomes necessary to sneak and to hide, objects and movements, knowing the best hiding
places, and which of the stairs creak becomes crucial. In this section I also look at
forgetting. Lily forgets what she knows about the house, after relocating to a new house,
she seems to hold onto an idealized image of her old house, apparently forgetting what
took place within its walls.

I interrogate these themes of bodies and spaces through close readings of
Drechsler’s comic strips. Her work asks of the reader to look deeply and to consider the
everyday spaces of living, on equal footing with the people and events taking place in
those environments. Her work is atmospheric.

One of the myths of suburbia is that it is a safe place to live, away from the crime
infested city. In the early 1960’s, feminists like Betty Freidan called attention to the
isolation of the suburbs and how that played into women’s oppression.” Daddy’s Girl
takes place in the suburbs, but it is important to keep in mind that abuse happens any and
everywhere. Not just the suburbs, not just shoddy apartment projects in the ghetto, not
just trailer parks...and when we look at family abuse, the private family dwelling,
whatever shape it takes, becomes a major player. It is the site. There are other sites where
violence occurs, (perhaps no place is exempt from violence) some of the sites that we
typically think of as dangerous are parks, back roads, alleys, cars, parking lots, but these
sites are often associated with what I call stranger-danger. Women and children are
especially taught to be on guard in those kinds of spaces. What I am talking about here is

violence in a place that is supposed to be safe and full of love and nurturance. I am

7 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Dell, 1963).



talking about violence at the hands of those who are supposed to love, protect, and teach.
And I am talking about repeated violations occurring within the space of the house, so
that the space is marked with the abuse, both in living in the house, and in the memory of
the house. I am talking about violence in childhood, by those who are teaching us about
the world, about how to live and be in the world, how to be adults. How to view, and how
to feel about ourselves in relation to the rest of the world. That the house figures into this
process/practice is undeniable. How exactly, is still rather fuzzy.

When I first started architecture school, I had an intuitive sense about
architecture’s relationship to human action. Looking back, I wanted to believe that
buildings made people do things, caused them to behave in certain ways. My ongoing
fantasy of changing the world, of saving the world could be realized through architecture,
through good design. I simply needed to learn exactly how spaces were operating on
people. I needed to understand the precise nature of that relationship, and then set to work
on the transformation of the built environment towards a more humane and just world. I
saw the current state of the built environment, cities and buildings as contributing to, if
not causing the major social problems of our time. As a feminist, I sought to reveal the
ways in which architecture acts on society, reinforcing structures of power and
dominance along gender, class and racial lines, and to uncover design strategies that
would radically alter the world-as-we-know-it. Predictably, my studio projects were often
didactic and heavy-handed, and always fell short of my lofty intentions, but nonetheless
consistently grappled with architecture’s relationship to society, to culture, to politics. I
rarely managed to get beyond the “revealing” stage, to approach the “solutions” part; that

is to say, I was good at exposing structures of power and dominance present in



architecture, but faltered when it came to designing buildings that somehow worked
against these oppressive systems.

I recall a discussion in my first semester studio, I was making an argument that
architecture can make someone feel something, and respond, based on a recent visit I had
made to the Houston Holocaust Museum. I had gone to see the Art Speigelman (creator
of the Maus books) exhibit, and was walking around in the building, checking it out. I
came to the entrance to the memorial room, not really knowing what it was, but as I
began to take a step into the room, I stopped short. The space felt sacred, and I had the
strong sense that I did not belong inside. I did not enter, and left feeling strongly affected
by the experience of the architecture. When I brought this up in class, to make the point
that something about the architecture had stopped my movement into the space, our
professor asked me to consider all of the other factors at play in my response to the
entrance of the memorial room. These included things like who I am, my own history and
awareness, the exhibit I had just seen, what I had to eat that day... I had to admit that
what I had experienced could not be reduced to a singular cause. Through my studio
projects and in working on this thesis, it has become clear to me that we are not in a
deterministic relationship with architecture, that buildings alone do not make people do
things, and that one cannot change the world simply through designing buildings
differently. Realizing this has been difficult if not heartbreaking, but it is important to
note that my discovery (or rather, rude awakening) is not that this relationship doesn’t
exist, or that it is insignificant, but rather that it is complex and subtle, and not easily

reduced.






