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American Splendor
Narrative and Biography between Media

The film adaptation of Harvey Pekar’s long-running comics series American 
Splendor has received near-universal acclaim from critics, academics, and 
arthouse audiences. But while it has succeeded in introducing a wider audi-
ence to the work of a previously obscure comics author, the film version ulti-
mately falls into the trap of the biopic genre. In this essay, the author argues 
that the narrative and thematic conventions of the biographical film tend 
to overrule any attempt to rewrite them, transforming a text that explicitly 
criticizes capitalist values into an adaptation that implicitly endorses them.

DAN HASSLER-FOREST

Few Hollywood film genres are as disreputable as that of the biopic: having 
emerged as a stable genre with consistent and recognizable features in the 
early 1930s (ALTMAN, 1999: pp. 58-59), the biographical picture—commonly 
abbreviated to “biopic”—usually represent in a fictionalized manner the 
most recognizable incidents from a public figure’s life in a way that is easily 
digestible by a large audience as a form of popular entertainment. Most 
biopics dramatize the personal life of their subjects, integrating the well-
known (and sometimes lesser-known) historical actions with a psycholo-
gization of the character that serves as the narrative key to unlocking the 

“core” of this public figure. All too frequently, this approach to the famous 
artist or celebrity revolves around a traumatic childhood experience which 
is presented in the narrative structure of the film as a foundational kernel 
from which both the strengths and weaknesses of the character later emerge.

While the biopic genre obviously has a long and diverse history that in-
cludes many exceptions to the above narrative formula, it has proved to be 
unusually resilient despite its simultaneous versatility. As Dennis Bingham 
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has argued, there is substantial historical variety to the genre, nor is it pos-
sible to contain it wholly within clearly bounded generic border. And yet, 
this “most maligned of all film genres” (BINGHAM, 2010: p. 11) cannot be 
considered blameless in its institutionalized celebration of celebrity, even, or 
perhaps especially, when its templates are applied outside of the Hollywood 
studio system with which the genre is most strongly associated. Increas-
ingly, the values and formal conventions of the Hollywood biopic appear 
in films that exist outside or on the fringes of what is generally considered 
mainstream entertainment. 

The film American Splendor (dirs. Robert Pulcini and Shari Springer Ber-
man, 2003) has been celebrated by a wide majority of film critics and aca-
demics for its unusual approach to its material, resisting in some ways the 
conventions associated with the Hollywood biopic as well as those of comic 
book adaptations. The film certainly deserves praise for the way in which it 
incorporates some of the fragmentation of Pekar’s creative work in comics, 
and for bringing wider exposure to the work of an author working in the 
margins of mainstream culture. It also activates multiple registers simulta-
neously, aligning itself not just with the genre of the biopic, but presenting 
itself at the same time as a comic book adaptation and “indie” arthouse film, 
and also fitting the cross-genre model of Jeffrey Sconce’s “smart film.” The 
film therefore raises critical questions about its own status as a biographical 
film, as well as an adaptation of a specific kind of graphic literature. Is it 
possible for a narrative mainstream film to adapt the kind of anti-narrative 
embodied by Pekar’s work without sacrificing the very qualities that define 
it? Are the narrative conventions of the biopic so firmly ingrained in our 
consciousness that they even overtake and usurp deliberate attempts to 
circumvent them? Are there other examples of biographical films that at 
least attempt to resist the implicit mythologization of individualism, wealth, 
and celebrity that fuels the biopic genre? 

Biographical comic books
Institutionalized as a stable Hollywood genre since the massive critical and 
commercial success of The Story of Louis Pasteur (dir. William Dieterle, 
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1936), films in the biopic genre have functioned in largely similar terms up 
to the present day: “the cultural work of the classic biopic is to explain the 
role that the famous play in history, or, to put it more strongly, to show that 
history can be reduced to a narrative of the lives of the famous” (DOYLE, 
2006: p. 384). As a popular film genre, the biopic has been ideally suited to 
the political economy of the Hollywood film industry, as the familiarity of 
its subject matter was easily combined with a formulaic approach to narra-
tive and its star-driven glorification of celebration of celebrity. At the same 
time, the biopic frequently serves as a showcase for a movie star’s talents 
as a mimic, thus reaffirming the status of the Hollywood celebrity via the 
ritualized enactment of a similarly famous person’s biography.1

In different ways, biographical narratives have also found a place within 
comic book publishing as a constant (if minor) subgenre. As with the long-
running series Classics Illustrated, comic books were commonly perceived 
from the 1950s onward as a helpful way to introduce a youthful audience 
not only to the characters and plots of canonical literature, but also to the 
biographies of major historical figures. Such comic books, narrating the 
lives of figures like Thomas Edison, George Washington, and Abraham Lin-
coln, “reached millions of readers around the globe” (SZASZ: p. 857), most 
typically providing their audience with “a view of history which minimized 
social conflict and emphasized the ‘Great Americans’ who had forged the 
proud nation” (WRIGHT: p. 145).

But more than any other medium, it has been the wave of literary comic 
books (often categorized as “graphic novels”) that has attempted to reclaim 
the genre of the (auto)biography from the grossly reductive conflations of 
personal and national histories that continue to dominate the Hollywood 
biopic genre. From the early 1970s onward, American alternative comics 
have seen a proliferation of comic book biographies and autobiographies 
that offer micro-narratives instead of the pre-digested stories of Great Men 
of History. These publications have used the comic book medium’s potential 
to foreground the tension between signifier and signified, destabilizing the 
semiotic process to question or even challenge the mythical structures that 
underlie the tradition of the biopic.
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One of the most influential authors in the development of this form was 
Harvey Pekar, author of the long-running comic book series American 
Splendor. Starting in 1976 as a self-published periodical comic book, and 
continued until Pekar’s death in 2010 by an accidental overdose of antide-
pressants. The ironically titled American Splendor sardonically portrayed 
small moments from the author’s daily life as a filing clerk in a Cleveland, 
Ohio hospital. Individual issues of the comic book tended to consist of a 
number of short vignettes, frequently detailing encounters with strangers 
or co-workers, but often also documenting Pekar’s passion for jazz music 
and his ongoing political engagement. Insistently rejecting any concept of 
narrative closure or sense of linear progress, Pekar’s series instead provided 
fragmentation, isolation, and unknowability as its primary features, break-
ing with (auto)biographical traditions by documenting the life and opinions 
of an individual of little import.

Over the years, American Splendor developed a limited but loyal follow-
ing of comic book readers, aided by Pekar’s occasional opportunities to 
reach a wider audience via his appearances as a “non-celebrity guest” on 
late-night talk show Late Show with David Letterman. Paradoxically, much 
of the author’s acclaim and limited celebrity derived precisely from his 
rejection of the traditional components that make up celebrity author-
ship, like for instance ambition, a combination of critical and commercial 
success, and a general marketability as a successful brand name. The film 
American Splendor provided Pekar’s work with its biggest exposure to date, 
dramatizing Pekar’s life while simultaneously adapting moments from 
his published comics, including his co-authored single-volume book Our 
Cancer Year (1994).

American Splendor and Biopic Semiotics
The most celebrated aspect of the film American Splendor is the innova-
tive way in which it incorporates multiple versions of protagonist/author 
figure Harvey Pekar. Rather than adopting the conventional approach of 
introducing a leading actor who mimics the celebrity whose life is being 
portrayed for the duration of the film, Pulcini and Berman’s film presents 
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the viewer with two key conflicting representations of Harvey Pekar. While 
Hollywood actor Paul Giamatti performs the role of Pekar throughout most 
of the film, the real Harvey Pekar appears on-screen a number of times as 
well, filmed in a studio environment where he comments metatextually 
on the process of being involved in a fictionalized film about his own life. 

Besides these occasional intrusions of the actual person into the film, the 
screen also incorporates a number of drawn versions of Pekar from his com-
ics, some of which are animated to incorporate a minimal degree of move-
ment. Unlike most creators of autobiographical comics, Pekar only writes 
his comic books, leaving the artwork to a variety of graphic artists. The 
destabilization of meaning that occurs at the narrative level by the author’s 
resistance to traditional forms of narrative closure is thus further enhanced 
by the fact that he has appeared on the page in numerous visual incarna-
tions, some of which are radically different from others. Because of this 
unusual incongruence between the many different ways in which his work 
appears on the page visually, his comics have foregrounded semiotic issues 
of representability: “Pekar’s work articulates some of the central tensions 
that are inherent to any effort to represent aspects of reality, and especially 
those which mark nonfiction forms within comics” (HIGHT, 2007: p. 186).

The scene from the film in which Pekar first meets his future wife Joyce 
Brabner contrasts several of these different articulations of Pekar, drama-
tizing the moment from the comic books where she tries to imagine what 
he looks like on the basis of so many conflicting visual representations 
(image 1). This unusual way of presenting a single character in a number 

ILL.1 
Joyce Brabner trying to imagine 
the ‘real’ Harvey Pekar.
© Good Machine, Terry Stacey 
2003.
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of different articulations has commonly been interpreted as a strategy that 
“pushes to the forefront the constant, often contradictory, attempts at rep-
resenting Harvey Pekar, while also acknowledging the elusiveness of these 
interpretations” (SPERB, 2006: p. 131). By offering multiple incarnations of 
the character that compete and sometimes even jostle each other on the 
screen, the notion that a character can be represented by a single signifier is 
challenged, or at least so the argument goes. This is quite obviously different 
from the way in which the traditional biopic represents its subject matter:

Melodramatic and documentary constructions are invariably used in ways that 
deny any tension or contradictions between these competing forms. Instead 
these serve to reinforce each other; any documentary materials used further 
authenticate the narrative, while the narrative works to add emotional weight to 
the rational discourses underlying a drama-documentary. (HIGHT, 2007: p. 187)

Upon first glance, therefore, American Splendor enacts a radical alternative 
to the reductive traditions of the Hollywood biopic, embracing the semi-
otic slipperiness of its source material. One problem with this perspective 
however is that it bypasses some of the complexities that underlie the 
more traditional way of presenting a biographical narrative on film. For 
many films, from Henry Fonda playing Abraham Lincoln in The Young Mr. 
Lincoln (dir. John Ford, 1939) to Will Smith playing Muhammad Ali in Ali 
(dir. Michael Mann, 2001), a large part of the attraction comes from seeing 
a famous actor impersonate a famous historical figure. Seeing one celebrity 
pretending to be another creates a different kind of tension from the famil-
iar spectacle of seeing a movie star performing a completely fictional role:

Impersonation in fiction film, especially when performed by a star, has a para-
doxical effect; the more perfect it is, the more conscious we are of the performer 
who accomplishes it. Successful impersonation in real life is a form of identity 
theft, but in theater or film our pleasure as an audience derives from our aware-
ness that it’s Curtis pretending to be Grant or Blanchett pretending to be Dylan, 
never a complete illusion. (NAREMORE, 2012: p. 38)

Rather than offering an illusion that completes and closes off the semiotic 
circle, biopics in which famous movie actors impersonate historical celebri-
ties draw attention to the performance, the audience continuously negoti-
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ating the tension between signifier and signified. This is confirmed by the 
inordinate number of awards bestowed upon actors playing famous people. 

This semiotic tension is different from that between signifier and signified 
in biographical comic books. Using the categorical distinctions introduced 
by semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce, we can develop a better understand-
ing of this tension between medium-specific forms of signification. Peirce 
introduced a basic semiotic classification between signifiers that are iconic, 
indexical, or symbolic: 

For Peirce the difference between these three kinds of signs depends on whether 
the sign resembles its object, as in a picture or a diagram (an iconic sign), or 
points to its object as in a pointing finger (an indexical sign), or is convention-
ally associated with its object as the word “dog” (a symbolic sign). (SINGER, 1989: 
p. 235)

In Peircean terms, comic book images are therefore iconic because they 
have a semiotic relationship to the object or person they represent based on 
likeness or semblance. Live-action cinema, again following Peirce’s typology, 
adds to this iconicity an indexical relationship to whatever it signifies, one 
that has a “real” relation to its signified in the same way that a footprint in 
the sand provides a “trace” of a person’s phenomenological existence. Much 
of the critical potential of comic books as a popular narrative medium lies 
in the fact that this tension by its very definition problematizes the relation-
ship between signifier and signified, foregrounding the constructed nature 
of the semiotic process by its more emphatically artificial nature.

While the Hollywood film has frequently been described as an indexical 
medium that strives to create an illusion of transparency in the way it pres-
ents its narrative content (BAZIN, 1971: p. 18), this deictic element is made 
more problematic in the case of the biopic or drama-documentary. A film 
starring Daniel Craig as James Bond plays on a tension between iconicity 
and indexicality because the viewer must negotiate the tension between the 
film star’s documented real existence on the one hand, and his portrayal of 
a well-known fictitious character on the other. In this context, the tension 
between reality and artifice is exacerbated in the biopic genre by a conflicted 
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redoubling of Peirce’s categories. While the filmed image of Paul Giamatti 
playing the role of Harvey Pekar offers indexical proof of the existence of 
Paul Giamatti, the actor playing this role, the iconic relationship to the 
character he plays is transformed from performance to something more 
closely resembling a mimic.

This tension is further complicated in the case of the American Splendor film 
because of the fact that the real Pekar appears on-screen, simultaneously 
establishing an indexical relationship to the film’s authentic historical sub-
ject, while simultaneously providing the symbolic acknowledgment that the 
fictionalized biography is implicitly “authorized” and therefore made more 
authentic. Jason Sperb sees this tension as a successful attempt to articulate 
the somewhat radical point of view that “the real Harvey Pekar is not neces-
sarily privileged over the other representations” (SPERB, 2006: p. 131). This 
perspective is certainly credible in the case of the American Splendor comic 
books, in which the figure of Pekar is continuously fragmented and destabi-
lized by the multitude of different ways in which he is drawn, as well as by 
the systematic deferral of any kind of narrative closure. By the combination 
of these two formal strategies, there can never be any final point at which 
one kind of narrative or visual representation is privileged over any other.

In the case of the film adaptation, this point however is much more dif-
ficult to maintain convincingly. For even though the film stages a number 
of moments in which multiple signifiers (both iconic and indexical) seem 
to compete with each other, these moments are couched within a comfort-
ably hierarchical structure that reorganizes them along the familiar basic 
principles of the Hollywood biopic. Rather than creating a second signifier 
that competes with the version of Pekar played by an actor, the occasional 
appearance of the real Pekar grounds the performance in a sense of real-
ity the viewer can draw upon to judge the mimic’s performance. Like the 
inclusion of documentary footage within a dramatized biographical film, 
the appearance of the historical Pekar serves primarily as authenticator of 
the iconicity of Giamatti’s performance on the basis of its general similarity 
to the “real” Pekar. This is especially helpful in the case of this particular 
subject, because Pekar is not the kind of celebrity that will be instantly rec-
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ognizable to the majority of viewers. In the same way, the images in the film 
that repurpose the drawn images of Pekar from the comic books illustrate 
the content in a way that does little to destabilize the film’s semiotic circle, 
as the comics do so routinely. 

This is primarily due to the fact that the filmmakers’ decision to structure 
the film as a linear narrative automatically relegates all other aspects to 
footnote-like asides that do little to truly destabilize the semiotic process in 
the ways that other scholars and film critics have suggested. As interesting 
and playful as these asides may be, the familiar narrative arc that encapsu-
lates them takes precedence over all other considerations. Or, as co-director 
Robert Pulcini has stated: “You want to stay true to the spirit of these comic 
books, but you also want to be able to fashion them into some kind of story” 
(WEST, WEST & GILBERT, 2003: p. 41). The rather innocent-sounding decision 
to organize the film into a conventional narrative imposes a structure on 
the material that has profound implications for the text’s possible meanings.

The contradiction thus becomes that a figure who has become most sig-
nificant to comic book history and literary theory for the ways in which 
his work has challenged narrative and semiotic conventions is made the 
subject of a biopic that is structured on the basis of the very clichés his comic 
books continuously reject. The narrative trajectory that structures the film 
thoroughly encapsulates the formula that underlies the most traditional 
type of Hollywood biopic: the filmmakers have described this as framing 
everything “around an emotional arc” (ibid. p. 43) that celebrates notions of 
celebrity, material wealth, and individual happiness and fulfillment through 
heterosexual romance. All these elements have been employed to structure 
the screenplay of American Splendor, which sees the character of Pekar 
develop from poverty, isolation, and depression to a position of minor ce-
lebrity, critical acclaim, and some degree of happiness explicitly associated 
with marriage and parenting. This positivist narrative progression is even 
supported by the film’s lighting and cinematography, in which the world 
is visually presented as “prettier, … less brown, …clearer” (ibid.) as Pekar 
ultimately progresses towards a fairly close approximation of a Hollywood 
happy ending.
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The film therefore succeeds in operating on the basis of the most con-
ventional biopic traditions while still being perceived as an experimental, 

“alternative” type of text that appeals to the “quality” highbrow audience 
so routinely addressed by production company HBO. This seeming con-
tradiction can be better understood by examining the cultural hierarchy 
that defines the film’s reception, which revolves around a number of sets of 
binary oppositions that fuel moral and aesthetic judgments, each of which is 
negotiated by the film in clear ways. Firstly, there is the cultural assumption 
that comic books represent a low form of culture, associated primarily with 
the adolescent, gaudy figure of the superhero: “popular discourse tends to 
construe superheroes as the forefathers of all new comics texts,” resulting 
in the fact that “any progress that comics make toward critical acceptance is 
cast as a turn away from the superhero” (BROGAN, 2010: pp. 14-15). Secondly, 
there is the uneasy binary distinction between “mainstream Hollywood” 
and “alternative” or independent American cinema, each of which appeals 
to a specific audience (largely based on class identity). And thirdly, there is 
the intersection of two different media, with cinema and comic books both 
still struggling in different ways for cultural legitimization.

ILL. 2
Neighborhood kids dressed up as superheroes, with noticeable comic book caption.
© Good Machine, Terry Stacey 2003.
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Each of these sets of binary concepts is addressed in the film’s opening 
scene, in which American Splendor explicitly places itself outside the dis-
courses that inform our understanding of comics and comic book adapta-
tions. In this short segment that precedes the opening credits, a group of 
five children stands in a doorway trick-or-treating for Halloween, four of 
whom are dressed up as familiar superhero characters (image 2). One of 
the boys is wearing no superhero costume, and when the woman handing 
out candy notices this, she challenges him with the question: “Who are you 
supposed to be?” When the ordinary-looking boy answers “I’m Harvey 
Pekar,” she responds by saying: “Harvey Pekar? That doesn’t sound like a 
superhero to me.” Somewhat implausibly flummoxed by this response, the 
child actor playing the young Pekar affects exasperation, saying “I ain’t no 
superhero, lady. I’m just a kid from the neighborhood.” He then abandons 
the other children as he throws away his bag of candy and walks off down 
the street (image 3). A match cut connects this shot to an image of actor 
Paul Giamatti (image 4), the core of the character’s identity now firmly 
established as a misfit whose rejection of conventions places him on the 
margins of social life.

This opening scene thus performs several functions simultaneously. It both 
associates the film with the comic book medium by including comic book 
captions (“Our story begins…”) inside the film frame and referencing the 
world of superheroes, while simultaneously disassociating itself explicitly 
from the perceived childishness of superhero comics. In this double act of 
(dis)association, American Splendor thus presents itself as a comic book 
adaptation defined by its difference from the popular mainstream, hinging 
this double identification on its dramatized version of the protagonist as 
someone who, like the film itself, is uniquely “different.” At the same time, 
it uses a form of narrative shorthand to introduce us to the character of 
Harvey Pekar, using an invented moment from his childhood to establish 
what the writer-director team have referred to as “the essence of the char-
acter” (WEST, WEST & GILBERT, 2003: p. 42). This narrative strategy is all 
too familiar in the Hollywood biopic genre, where scenes from the main 
character’s childhood commonly establish not only a motivation for the 
character’s later life and career, but also imply a sense of predestination, 

pp34-12-hassler.indd   273 10/11/13   00.22



AMERICAN SPLENDOR274

assigning unique qualities to the character that have clearly remained con-
sistent throughout the subject’s life.

The open-endedness of Pekar’s comics is one of several elements in the 
series that continuously undermines any real sense of exactly this kind 
of consistency to his biographical series of micro-narratives. American 
Splendor’s radical refusal of any such continued development, or any kind 
of thematic or aesthetic consistency, keeps the series in a perpetual state 
of deferral of meaning. Rather than the uncomplicated semiotic process 
associated with the straightforward and internally consistent classical biopic 
narrative, Pekar’s comics come much closer to approximating Derrida’s 
concept of différance, which suggests that all forms of signification are 
ultimately decentered, as they are defined by a form of difference through 
which final signification is always simultaneously deferred: “meaning must 
await being said or written in order to inhabit itself, and in order to become, 
by differing from itself, what it is: meaning” (DERRIDA, 1991: p. 183). In 
other words: the kind of semiotic activity that routinely imparts meaning 
and consistency to an individual life in the biopic genre is continuously 

ILL. 3
The young Harvey Pekar walks off alone…
© Good Machine, Terry Stacey 2003.
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ILL. 4
…prefiguring the adult Harvey’s sense of bitterness and isolation.
© Good Machine, Terry Stacey 2003.

negated by the radical open-endedness, both narratively and aesthetically, 
of the American Splendor comic books. In ways similar to animated film, 
Pekar’s comics could therefore more appropriately be understood to take 
place “inside a universe of transformation, overturning and provisionality” 
(LESLIE, 2002: p. 6).

Seeking alternatives: more radical biopics
While the film version of American Splendor acknowledges this question 
of multiplicity and endless deferral of meaning in its occasional moments 
of heterogeneity, its hierarchical organization of the various on-screen 
incarnations of Harvey Pekar (actual, performed, and drawn) effectively 
robs the comics of their much of their critical potential. By presenting 
its adaptation of select episodes from Pekar’s comics within the generic 
biopic formula, Springer and Berman’s film imposes on the author’s life 
the very framework his comics seek to avoid. The fact that this is clearly 
done in order to reach a larger audience hardly justifies such an obviously 
problematic transformation.
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But given the film’s celebrated “stylistic eclecticism” (HIGHT, 2007: p. 189), its 
ultimate failure to escape the paradigmatic pitfalls of the grossly reductive 
and triumphalist biopic genre leads us to a larger question: is it possible at 
all to create a biographical feature film without ultimately succumbing to 
these same problems? Posing an answer to this question firstly raises one key 
difference between American Splendor’s comic book source and the institu-
tionalized medium of the feature film. As stated previously, Pekar’s comics 
draw much of their power from a serialized form that structurally resists 
most traditional elements of the singular narrative. A feature film therefore 
always differs from this format due to the fact that it offers a single text, op-
erating as one “statement” rather than a series in which previous statements 
can be transformed, embellished, reversed, disavowed, or contradicted.

For this very reason, making a film that both adapts Pekar’s comic books 
and dramatizes his life poses serious challenges, which the filmmakers have 
addressed in recognizable but severely limited ways. A frequently cited 
counterexample can be found in Todd Haynes’ Bob Dylan biopic I’m Not 
There (2007), which presents six very dissimilar incarnations of the film’s 
real-life subject. Without the traditional narrative organization of these 
conflicting signifiers, each supposedly relating back to a single historical 
signified, I’m Not There is a somewhat more radical way of incorporating 
the kind of différance that typifies Harvey Pekar’s comics: “like a cubist 
portrait, the film presents its subject in a way that not only stresses the 
subject’s various aspects, but calls attention to itself as a work of represen-
tation” (SMITH, 2008: § 5).

On the other hand, the established mythology that surrounds the tow-
ering pop-cultural figure of Bob Dylan (an infinitely more recognizable 
figure than the relatively obscure Pekar) is precisely that of chameleonic 
unpredictability. Both the published writing on Dylan and the many bio-
graphical documentaries have systematically foregrounded these aspects 
of his celebrity. In this sense, an arthouse-oriented biographical film that 
emphasizes the decentered qualities of Bob Dylan’s career, both in style and 
in narrative content, is perhaps best viewed as yet another articulation of 
the mythologization of this particular celebrity. Also, as in American Splen-
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dor, the Dylan film develops a more subtle degree of structural hierarchy 
by presenting the sequence in which Cate Blanchett plays the Dylan role 
as the pivotal moment in his career, which once again reinforces the most 
commonly circulated narrative trajectory of his musical development in 
teleological terms.

While the separation of the cultural mythos that surrounds the historical 
Dylan into six separate on-screen characters superficially resembles the 
structural deferral evident in Pekar’s autobiographical comics, they ulti-
mately serve to illustrate familiar aspects of the Dylan persona. Moreover, 
the “Blanchett sequence” takes clear precedence over the others, not only 
because it provides the most obviously narrative element of the film, but 
also because it draws on the audience’s familiarity with D.A. Pennebaker’s 
iconic documentary film Dont Look Back (1967), which famously portrayed 
this moment in Dylan’s career. By organizing its other articulations of the 
character around this one well-known moment of pop-cultural transforma-
tion, the film reinforces dominant perception of this particular celebrity 
rather than calling them into question.

While the six conflicting embodiments of Dylan in I’m Not There have been 
edited together in a way that privileges some while marginalizing others 
within the larger framework of the film, Thirty Two Short Films About 
Glenn Gould (dir. François Girard, 1993) constitutes a more productive 
incorporation of the lack of closure associated with the serialized form. 
This single feature with a running time of 98 minutes is made up of thirty-
two segments, each of which deals in one way or another with Gould’s life, 
music, and career. Some of these segments, all individually preceded by 
black-and-white title cards, show filmed footage of the historical Gould; 
some present taped interviews with people who knew him; several feature 
completely non-narrative visualizations of Gould’s musical recording; while 
many others offer dramatizations and re-enactments of fictionalized epi-
sodes in which actor Colm Feore performs this role. 

The swift progression of short film segments, varying in duration from 40 
seconds to just over six minutes in length, offers the kind of biographical 
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approach to its celebrity subject that avoids the fusing of the major moments 
in Gould’s life and career into a unified teleological narrative. Instead, the 
often radically heterogeneous selection of fragments that together make up 
the film are not organized in a hierarchical way, nor do they converge into 
a narrative portrait that is in any clear way consistent. Like the biographi-
cal documentary Crumb (dir. Terry Zwigoff, 1994), Girard’s film provides 
a sometimes bewildering collection of fragmented representations that 
ultimately create the impression of its subject slipping further away the 
more he comes into focus. Unlike American Splendor, which references 
issues of representability while effectively negating them under the film’s 
hierarchical organization of materials, these films work to destabilize the 
mythology that surrounds the figure of the individual celebrity. 

One might of course still argue that the very existence of a film like 32 Short 
Films obviously still contributes to the cult of celebrity that maintains the 
transcendent status of the historical subject. But the method employed 
within the film avoids the biopic genre’s problematic tendency to map these 
biographical elements onto a narrative formula that enshrines specific 
cultural values. Displaying the same kind of skeptical ambivalence toward 
celebrity culture that Pekar also projects in his written work, Girard’s film 
dramatizes a section of a written piece published by Gould, titled “Glenn 
Gould interviews Glenn Gould about Glenn Gould.” In the scene, Colm 
Feore plays two versions of Glenn Gould, both occupying the same room 
while debating the concept of the celebrity interview, and the hierarchical 
implications of the cultural figure of the artist:

Glenn Gould: I’m not at all happy with words like “public” and “artist.” I’m not 
happy with the hierarchical implications of that type of terminology. The artist 
should be granted anonymity. He should be permitted to operate in secret, as 
it were, unconcerned with, or better still, unaware of the presumed demand of 
the marketplace, which demands, given sufficient indifference on the part of a 
sufficient number of artists, will simply disappear. Given that disappearance, the 
artist will then abandon his false sense of public responsibility, and his audience 
or “public” will relinquish its role of servile dependency.
Glenn Gould: And never the twain shall meet?
Glenn Gould: No, they’ll make contact, but on a much more meaningful level.
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This exchange summarizes very precisely the contradictory aspects of the 
figure of the artist as represented by the biopic genre. In many cases, the 
artist is presented on-screen as the personification of a capitalist myth of 
transcendent individualism, simultaneously signifying a particular histori-
cal celebrity and the Hollywood star impersonating him or her. In the case 
of American Splendor, the film adopts textual strategies associated with 
discourses of authenticity and artistic innovation, but still relies on the 
same narrative conventions, thus yielding similar effects, and maintaining 
the privileged hierarchical position of the artist in relation to his public.

While I’m Not There presents a stronger sense of tension and indeterminacy 
in its multiple competing signifiers, it too organizes its material in ways that 
reaffirms the popular mythology that underscores its subject’s conventional 
psychological profile as an artistic genius. 32 Short Films adopts a more 
radical approach, providing a mosaic of diverse fragments that resist the 
kind of hierarchical structuring that leads back to the establishment of a 
single narrative, and therefore a simplified and unproblematic process of 
semiotic closure. This film’s continuous tension between fiction and non-
fiction, narrative and lyrical modes, performance and authenticity, and film 
and other media approaches much more closely the continuous deferral of 
meaning so productively embodied by Pekar’s comic books.
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cultural theory at the department of English literature, University of Amster-
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Summary

American Splendor
Narrative and Biography between Media

The film adaptation of Harvey Pekar’s long-running comics series American 
Splendor has received near-universal acclaim from critics, academics, and 
arthouse audiences. But while it has succeeded in introducing a wider au-
dience to the work of a previously obscure comics author, the film version 
ultimately falls into the trap of the biopic genre. In this essay, the author 
argues that the narrative and thematic conventions of the biographical 
film tend to overrule any attempt to rewrite them, transforming a text 
that explicitly criticizes capitalist values into an adaptation that implicitly 
endorses them.

Notes
1 While scholars like Dennis Bingham have done important work to introduce 

nuance and context into the historical description of this much-maligned genre, 
most of the biographical films that are cited in these works as counter-examples 
are either not about famous people, and are usually also produced outside the 
industrial context of Hollywood film.
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