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How Culture Becomes Surreal Through David Fisher: The Repression of Grief and Homosexuality in the HBO series Six Feet Under

It may seem counterintuitive, but surrealism is an integral part of everyday life. It pervades specific moments and makes the daily feel dream-like. The series Six Feet Under argues that the surreal infiltrates daily life more often for some cultural groups than others; the amount of intrusiveness of surrealism depends upon the amount of repression the culture requires. In Six Feet Under, the WASP family demands more repression than the other cultures presented throughout the series for comparison. Repression results from cultural dictation of what is appropriate and inappropriate behavior in the public eye. Through the lens of a WASP-y family, things that are deemed appropriate include stoicism and heterosexuality. Strong expression of emotion and homosexuality require repression. Repression thematically dominates the show Six Feet Under, a 2000s series about a family who runs a funeral home. Surrealistic imagery exposes the irrationality of repression that occurs because of WASP cultural guidelines. Natural emotions and urges are repressed by the social script, occasionally resulting in irrational behavior. When the repressed is disturbed and brought to the surface, this creates the dreamy effect of unreality. The dreaminess of exposed irrationalities instigates surreal imagery and melodrama, drawn out with specific lighting effects, within Six Feet Under. These reveal the irrationality of repressing emotion and sexuality by the social script in WASP culture. The show exploits elements of surrealism to investigate repressions through the character of David Fisher, the gay younger brother in the funeral home family.
The repression in David is shown symbolically through the lighting of the settings of the show. The lighting of the scenes with David and Paco, a cadaver that David is working on, supports the surreal content of the plot and presents the viewer with the idea of binaries. In almost every camera angle during their conversation, two white orbs of light can be seen through the opaque glass surrounding the mortuary. The lights are often split by the windowpane and are equal, yet on opposite sides. This lighting encourages the viewer to think in binaries: heterosexual vs. gay, white/non-white, life/death, and repression/expression. The makers of the show clearly depict Paco as a heterosexual counterpart to David's homosexuality. They both struggle with hate from certain groups and masculinity in different ways. The binaries of life/death and white/non-white are rather obvious since Paco is a dead Latino and David is a living white man. The binary of expression versus repression has more complexities when it comes to comparing straight culture versus gay culture. Paco's straight, Latin culture encourages him to express his masculinity and repress his fear. Paco represses his fears through the expression of anger and violence. David represses his fear in this way because that's what Paco teaches him to do, but gay culture typically encourages the repression of fear in the face of violence just in different ways. Typically, David’s WASP culture would instruct him to repress his fear of violence through additional repression of his sexuality, but through Paco’s encouragement he resists further repression which cuts dreamy surrealism out of future scenes and presents a sharp reality. These scenes of sharp reality in which David chooses expression over additional repression support the claim that surrealism occurs because of repression. 
The closeted repression that David experiences, dictated as necessary by WASP guidelines, drastically from the open expression of Paco’s sexuality. Paco was a gangbanging, heterosexual, Latino man who was shot dead because of an act of bravado on a rival gang’s territory. The reality of gay culture is that they also experience violence from a different type of gang: the WASP gang. Gay people experience hatred and violence which shapes expression and repression. The difference between David and Paco lies in the encouragement to resist repression. Latino culture encourages expression while WASP culture encourages repression. It's a surreal experience for David to experience open acceptance of his sexuality which makes the scene dreamlike. Paco's death and funeral during episode four not only stand as a contrast to white Fisher family grief culture, but also to gay culture and different repressions that operate as part of masculinity. While David stitches up Manny's corpse, he casually jokes with David about him possibly being a vampire and "checking out his dick" (Episode 4:19). Manny's corpse genuinely jokes with David in a friendly manner, his tone and friendliness are realistic despite the surrealistic nature of the scene. The light joking by Paco expresses surrealism not only through the act of a corpse talking, but of a hyper-masculine man accepting David's homosexuality. The acceptance of David's sexuality seems like a dreamy reality to him – he doesn't consider it to be a real possibility just yet. Their conversation centers around an earlier interaction in the episode where a driver in the grocery store parking lot calls David and his boyfriend fags. David dismisses the incident as the man not meaning anything by it, but the slur was fully intended as opposed to the joke of the talking corpse. 
There's the option of over the top expression which David's black boyfriend shows when he confronts the slur throwing driver, and the option which David chooses which is complete repression to the point that he doesn't fully consider himself as gay. "Well he called you a fag too," Paco points out to David and then he quotes scripture at him, "Are not thou one of his disciples? He denied it. He said I am not" (Episode 4:19). Paco points out that David represses his sexuality so much that he denies who he is. Surrealism in Six Feet Under shows that gay culture when under the exposure of WASP influences is extreme repression like in the case of David. David's repression might seem rational in view of the hatred he could potentially receive, but it goes to the point of irrationality because he lies to himself not just onlookers. 
The lighting throughout surreal moments in episodes one and four encourages the viewer to think in the expression versus repression binary by switching between blinding white and dim in the first episode and then through the two orbs of light in the mortuary in the fourth episode. The light combined with melodrama in the first episode highlight the repression of grief in WASP culture especially compared with Sicilian and Latin culture. The duality of the lighting in episode four continues the expression/repression binary and the idea of pairs continues with the characters of Paco and David. The dreamlike nature of the conversations with the pair also show the repression of sexuality to the point of irrationality. The other cultures throughout the show highlight the repressions of white and gay culture which result in irrationalities. These irrationalities create feelings of surrealism and those small everyday occurrences are shown by the intensified surrealism and melodrama in Six Feet Under through the character of David Fisher.
The introduction of different racial groups and cultures with surreal imagery expose the repressions in white culture through the character of David, the younger Fisher brother who runs the funeral home after his father’s death. The different ethnic groups used for comparison to white culture in episode one and four are Sicilians and Mexicans. The pilot episode of the series begins with Nathaniel's death and has a surplus of the surreal and melodramatic. Nathaniel was the patriarch of the WASP family and was killed during a car crash at the beginning of the pilot episode. Nate, the oldest Fisher brother, has a flashback during his conversation with his sister. The flashback from his journeys, which bring an outsider perspective on death to the WASP-y family, had wailing women and dreamlike lighting. A coffin was being brought ashore to a small island and, "Those old Sicilian women just went apeshit, screaming, throwing themselves on it, beating their chests, tearing at their hair, making animal noises. It was just so... so real" (Episode 1:41). Nate said it had the feeling of reality despite the extremeness of the women's grieving and the melodramatic portrayal of it.
The lighting of this flashback was dreamlike. The rocks along the shore are all bright white, like they were almost glowing from the exposure of the sun. When the camera goes back to Nate, the sun behind him is a giant white light. The heavily film edited sun was being melodramatic in its blinding white light intensity, but the lighting of that scene was man-made, intentional in its whiteness. The lighting crew created melodramatic lighting to intensify the drama of the actresses playing grieving Sicilian women. These melodramatic elements starkly contrast with the funeral of Nathaniel that is currently happening in the plot where the lighting conveys the feeling of natural sunlight through windows combined with the average fluorescent bulbs. The melodramatic sun and Sicilian women expose the irrationalities of the way WASP-y people grieve. "I mean, I've been around funerals my entire life, but I had never seen such grief," because Nate has been absorbed in the irrational grieving process perpetuated by white culture (Episode 1:41). The contrast between the WASP grieving process of the Fisher family centers around the repression of grief which is a paradox, and this is highlighted by the surreal comparison to Sicilian grief culture.
David, the more repressed of the Fisher brothers, often fantasizes about commercials for different funeral home products. The commercials are surrealistic takes on different products that are necessary for the process of death and burial. The commercial for "earth shakers," a human ash dispenser, in episode one supports the comparison of the Fishers’ grief to Sicilian grief and shows that white people try to repress the grief altogether. Nothing is more white, American culture than 2000s commercials about the product I Can't Believe It's Not Butter. The commercial for "earth shakers" closely follows the flashback of Sicily and is reminiscent of the upbeat surrealistic commercials for butter that's not really butter during the early 2000s. David’s imaginary commercial strongly simulates the commercial about butter that’s not butter because the earth in the earth shakers isn’t really earth – it’s a dead person. The commercials were submerged in surrealism and upbeat songs much like the commercial that appears in the pilot episode during minute 47. This commercial reinforces the irrationality of white culture trying to make funerals not sad because they, "... put the FUN back in funeral" (Episode 1:47). 
It takes a non-white, non-American culture to expose the ridiculous futility of trying to make funerals an event of perfect stoicism, devoid of the performance of genuine grief and sadness. The comparison between white grieving and other cultures of grief continues throughout the series during episode four with the introduction of Manny, also known as Paco. The funeral of Paco wasn't surreal or melodramatic, besides the moments where David interacts with Paco's ghost. The grief of the Latin family and friends was open and intense, but it doesn't border on melodramatic. The grief seems melodramatic to David though because of how far removed it is from their culture of the appearance of stoic non-grief. Nate’s outsider perspective of the Sicilian grief allows him to know that the Latin’s grief is naked and un-stylized compared to the grief of his brother David and the rest of the family. 
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