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  FEARFULLY AND WONDERFULLY MADE


  1946–1970


  (The Alphabet, The Grandmother)


  It’s the early 1950s, in the woods outside of Idaho City, Idaho, where families of National Forest Service employees are vacationing in simple little white houses among the trees. The Curtises have invited the Lynches over for dinner, and as dusk begins to chill the air, the parents fire up the barbecue and sip cocktails, while nearby their children yell and cavort in the twilight. They play Red Rover and seven-year-old David Lynch, spotting the weakest link in the opposing line of kids, breaks through their defenses where a little girl stands.


  Out of nowhere, a sound silences the buzz of the grown-ups’ chitchat and the kids’ playful taunts and shouts. Unlike Douglas fir trees in the western region of the Northwest, which grow close together and interweave their branches into a solid visual mass, the eastern Northwest’s pines grow with airy spaces in between, so that you can see deep into the woods between their trunks. Parents and children, straining their eyes in the dim light, can make out nothing but the endless repetitions of dark vertical pine tree shapes. Yet there it is again—an eerie low moan that isn’t all human or all animal. In the hushed, shivery air, David Lynch’s mother, Sunny, nervously makes a joke: “I hope those are friendly sounds.”1


  A child of Big Sky Country, David Keith Lynch entered the world on January 20, 1946, in Missoula, the Garden City of Montana, which nestles between Mount Sentinel and Mount Jumbo. Aside from having twin peaks, Missoula possessed other characteristics that resonate with David Lynch’s legend. The town grew up around a lumber mill, as have a number of the settlements in Lynch’s fictions. And with its dusty streets, weathered two-story brick buildings, and rodeos, and with its site at the convergence of the Blackfoot and Bitterroot rivers and proximity to Rattlesnake Creek, the Deer Lodge and Pioneer mountains, grazing buffalo, and ghost towns, it evokes the Western American spirit Lynch loves. And as is common in Lynch’s art works, the town had a double life, for beneath the surface streets was a netherworld of steam-heat tunnels, where Chinese laborers used to huddle on cold nights, and others, leading a secret life of drink, drugs, and worse, would lurk. Missoula was the perfect birthplace for Lynch, who sees the world as a flow of wonder and mystery, for the Salish Indian name for the city is “In-mis-sou-let-ka”: “river of awe.”2


  His father, Donald Lynch, grew up on a Montana farm during the Great Depression, but financial hardship didn’t hinder him from pursuing the life he wanted. Donald earned a master’s degree in forestry at Duke and studied engineering at the Annapolis Naval Academy before being stationed as an officer on a South Pacific battleship during World War II. He was in Cuba with the Navy when the United States dropped the atom bombs on Japan, ending the war.


  Western and Eastern America merged when Donald married Brooklyn-born Edwina (Sunny) Sundholm, who he met on a nature hike in North Carolina, and who also served in the Navy during the war. After the war, Donald returned to his roots in Montana, which he calls “the garden spot of the whole world.”3 He and Sunny settled in Missoula, where, as Donald says, they “eagerly got back into regular life and wanted to do the normal human things: build a home and raise children. Living a good, healthy, happy home life”4 was important to Donald, but he also had a deep personal need to “advance my knowledge and ability, to do good work in the forest. I felt my life had a dual purpose.”5 While Donald was in the woods employing the scientific method to combat “insect problems, root rots, and contagious diseases, and striving to grow healthy trees,”6 Sunny, who had a degree in English and foreign languages, was busy tutoring English and being a housewife.


  Donald’s research-scientist job kept the family—which, in addition to David, included his younger brother, John, and sister, Martha—moving around the lush, green Pacific Northwest landscape, from Sandpoint, Idaho, to Spokane, Washington, to Boise, Idaho. David attended elementary and junior high school in Boise and finished his high school career in Alexandria, Virginia.


  Lynch’s earliest memory is of himself and a friend sitting in a mud puddle, “kind of working the mud.”7 How appropriate a core self-image for an artist who today plunges into the messy stuff of life and shapes it to the contours of his unique vision. The adult Lynch is still moved by the elemental “idea of man and earth together.”8 As a boy growing up in the 1950s Northwest, Lynch and his native earth maintained an idyllic balance—with a twist. He calls his childhood “‘Good Times On Our Street.’ It was ‘See Spot Run.’ It was beautiful old houses, tree-lined streets, the milkman, building forts, lots and lots of friends. It was a dream world, those droning airplanes, blue skies, picket fences, green grass, cherry trees. Middle America as it was supposed to be. But then on the cherry tree would be this pitch oozing out, some of it black, some of it yellow, and there were millions and millions of red ants racing all over the sticky pitch, all over the tree. So you see, there’s this beautiful world and you just look a little bit closer and it’s all red ants.”9


  These few sentences conjure up the universe of Lynch’s films. The sense of a dreamy, yet familiar world; the small-town landscape; the vivid, saturated hues of his cinematography; the droning sounds, usually of electricity and industry, that he melds with his images; the detailed, close-up fascination with textures. Most fundamental is the thrust of the wounded, ant-swarmed tree into a picture of an American paradise. A feeling of apprehensive alertness to an intriguing, yet threatening otherness within a realm of everyday safety. Even as a boy, Lynch had an extraordinary ability to sense the hum of malevolent, invisible energies at work in the world, a poetic gift he shared with two artistic giants he would someday idolize: Czechoslovakian writer Franz Kafka (1883–1924) and English painter Francis Bacon (1909–1992). French critic Gilles Deleuze speaks of Kafka and Bacon’s ability to detect “the diabolic powers of the future knocking at the door.”10 Lynch, as well as the Diane Selwyn character he created for his film Mulholland Drive (2001), can also hear that monstrous pounding at the door.


  The young Lynch was sensitive to the mysterious strangeness of life, and he lingered at the point where reality becomes surreal. When his father took him into the woods where Donald probed beneath tree bark for hidden pockets of disease, David saw sections of the living forest in which everything was labeled—and a furnished office among the trees, whose walls were covered with mounted and catalogued insects. In 1993, Lynch appeared on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, sporting his typical black suit, white, top-buttoned shirt, and tall topknot of graying sandy hair. Projecting a wry, polite, laconic manner, he showed Leno his Bee Board, a collage from his current art exhibit. Lynch had mounted symmetrically spaced dead bees on a white background and attached little white nametags (“DON,” “BING,” “PHIL”) below each one. Lynch’s show-and-tell displayed the reflexive sequence-building tendency of a born director. Lynch had arranged for (1) Leno to show a close-up of the bees; (2) Bandleader Branford Marsalis to play “Flight of the Bumble Bees”; with the result that, (3) the audience laughed. More importantly, the linkage between the young Lynch’s observance of labeled trees and insects and the bemused adult Lynch’s Bee Board showed the creative interplay between his life experiences and what he calls his “Art Life.”11 In 1992, Lynch said that “a lot of my art work comes from memories of Boise, Idaho, and Spokane, Washington.”12


  Frightful sights also riveted the boy’s attention and he learned that fearsome forces can invade a seemingly secure environment. At the age of six, Lynch saw Henry King’s 1952 film Wait’ Til the Sun Shines, Nellie with his parents at a drive-in theater. “I remember this scene where a guy was machine-gunned while relaxing in a barber chair, and a scene where a little girl is playing with a button and suddenly her parents realize she’s gotten it caught in her throat. I remember feeling a real sense of horror.”13 As a boy, Lynch “had a touch of that disease where you are afraid to go out of the house.”14 This fear, which he came to realize was agoraphobia (a panic that grips the sufferer when they venture outside self-defined “safe” precincts), persisted into adulthood. Speaking of a period when he consistently wore three neckties, he said, “That’s the sign of a person who’s very insecure and needs protection. I would have worn three coats if it wasn’t so warm. I felt vulnerable, I had things I wanted to do outside, but I didn’t like being out in the world. I liked being inside. There are many things to deal with outside the house; bad things can happen. Why bother with that? Why not stay inside and do your work?”15


  Traveling with his parents from the “perfect world”16 of his safe, sylvan home to his grandparents’ house in Brooklyn “scared the hell”17 out of him. “Going into the subway, I felt I was really going down into hell. As I went down the steps, going deeper into it, I realized it was almost as difficult to go back up and get out of it than to go through with this ride. It was the total fear of the unknown. I could feel this wind coming from the train down the tunnel. First the wind and then a smell and then a sound. I had lots of tiny tastes of horror every time I went to New York.”18


  Characteristically, Lynch, though apprehensive, went through with his subway ride and, years later, profited artistically from this intense, formative experience. For those spooky subway winds have become the soul-chilling, almost subliminal air currents that course through Lynch’s filmscapes like the underworld’s dark breath. As he matured, Lynch intuitively grasped the saving grace of transmuting his chaotic fears and unruly emotions into art: “the gift of feeling that you’re in control, even if it’s an illusion.”19 As he says, “It’s too frightening to really go certain places, so we can only go there in the movies.”20 Control is a key concept in Lynch’s psychology. The process of his life organizes the chaotic fragments of existence into artistic forms, thus dealing with explosive, threatening actions and emotions in a manageable way. An abstract, invasive force of irrational, haphazard disorder is out beyond his carefully structured zone of safety, hungry to harm him and everything he loves. As he says, “the world outside, it’s too random. I lose a bit of control thinking of the word ‘outside.’”21 In 2004, Jennifer Lynch, his daughter, adds that “he’s afraid of things coming at him.”22 Because Lynch is so sensitive to the menace of uncontrollable randomness, he’s able to portray it artistically with stunning, harrowing power, and the dynamic interplay between this threat and the haven of well-organized security drives his work. It’s vitally important for Lynch to control his little portion of the world, the home base that generates his sacred creative ideas, so the worst thing this abstract force of randomness could do is to break in and control him, thus destroying the purity of his art. Lynch’s house and head are well-guarded fortresses.


  Lynch’s youthful perception of the threatening big city did not formulate a simplistic “cities are bad, small towns are good” equation in his mind. Lynch feels that films should “obey certain rules, and one of the main ones is contrast,”23—for “when the contrast is great, the elements stand out.”24 His movies are driven by the charged, high-definition opposition of light and darkness, good and evil, innocence and knowledge, exhilaration and terror. But his sense of human complexity knows that beneath the surface of one side of a duality can flow symbiotic undercurrents of its opposite. In Blue Velvet, upright Jeffrey Beaumont can develop a taste for his loathsome nemesis Frank Booth’s style of sadistic sexuality. Dr. Treves, savior of the monstrously deformed, sweet-souled Elephant Man, can fear that he is also that creature’s exploiter. And Wild at Heart’s Lula, feeling alienated from her good, loving Sailor, can have an against-her-will orgasm while being held in the assaultive grip of leering Bobby Peru. Reviewing his childhood homescape through bipolar glasses, Lynch said, “There is a goodness like those blue skies and flowers and stuff, but there is always a force, a sort of wild pain and decay, accompanying everything.”25


  In his art career, Lynch will give form to this malevolent force in paintings (Shadow of a Twisted Hand Across My House), photographs (the shadow of an unseen hand taints a lovely woman’s face), films (a shadowy figure stains the window shade of a sunny suburban house; a dusky shape “who’s causing all the fear” haunts Hollywood), and soundtracks (disturbing tones invade hypnotically beautiful melodies). As a boy, the world struck Lynch as being a composition in primal Light and Darkness, and, like William Blake, he grew to become an artist who expresses his perceptions and intuitions of elemental energies through his own unique myth systems. It takes the powers of Hell and Heaven to make powerful, resonant art, and Lynch would certainly agree with Blake’s declaration that “Fear and hope are—vision.”26


  Young Lynch may have sensed the presence of this dark, hidden force but he couldn’t find any evidence of it under his own roof. He likens his memory of home life to archetypal 1950s advertising images: “a well-dressed woman bringing a pie out of an oven—with a certain smile on her face—or a couple smiling, walking together up to their house with a picket fence. Those smiles were pretty much all I saw.”27 He remembers, “My parents didn’t drink. They didn’t smoke, they never argued. And I wanted them to smoke, I wanted them to drink, I wanted them to argue, but they never did.”28


  Like many children of the 1950s, Lynch was raised in a church-going household. Donald Lynch was a Christian who believed that “God created the universe and all of us,”29 and that even a lowly kangaroo rat was “part of God’s world.”30 But he was also a scientist who knew that creation did not happen in a week. “He, or It, made everything through the process of evolution over a span of millions of years. You don’t have to leave God out of the picture if you don’t believe in instant creation.”31 David’s family practiced the Presbyterian faith, which he calls “a perfect Northwest sort of religion,”32 relating it in his mind to the 1950s and woodsy small towns. It’s not surprising that a boy who sensed invisible forces in his backyard would be interested in spiritual matters, and as a youngster Lynch crafted striking Crucifixion and Resurrection pictures that hang in his parents’ house to this day. As he entered adulthood, Lynch turned toward Asia and embraced Hindu beliefs and practices, but a number of films he has made since then exhibit Christian themes and motifs, and certain precepts of Presbyterianism are central to his artistic and personal worldview.


  The concept of inspiration, a quickening surge of thought and feeling, is vital to Lynch, and as American theologian John S. Bonnell says, Presbyterians “believe in the ‘inspiration’ of the Scriptures: that God spoke through men whose minds and hearts He had touched. They therefore emphasize inspired men, not inspired words.”33 Presbyterians’ conviction that “we are living in a moral universe where sin carries its own appropriate penalty and righteousness its own reward”34 is in harmony with both Lynch’s fictional universe and his adult belief in karmic justice. For Presbyterians, a vision of the Divine is the highest reward of virtuousness and, in Lynch’s films, seemingly fallen souls are sometimes allowed to behold entities of heavenly grace. Lynch’s artistic urge to make “abstractions”35 of thought and feeling visible, and to expressionistically represent them in the material world, is congruent with the Presbyterian belief that, as Bonnell says, Heaven and Hell are “states of mind and character.”36


  Lynch’s reflexive way of seeing the world in dualistic and moralistic terms was reinforced by Presbyterianism, which is based on the principles of Protestant reformer John Calvin (1509–1564), who believed humanity was divided into absolutist categories of good and evil, the righteous and the depraved, those worthy and unworthy of salvation. But Calvin, like Lynch, also had a subtler, paradoxical train of thought. As Oxford theologian and Calvin’s biographer, Alister E. McGrath, says, “Calvin displays a pervasive tendency to distinguish radically between the human and the Divine realms—yet insists upon their union.”


  Calvin taught that, due to Adam and Eve’s fall from Eden, “natural human gifts and faculties have been radically impaired,”37 as McGrath says. This thought echoes in Lynch’s fictional portrayal of special people having extrasensory visionary abilities. And Lynch, who certainly subscribes to Presbyterianism’s emphasis on self-education and individual improvement, may feel he’s metaphorically glimpsing Eden while meditating. Often unhappy in conventional schools, Lynch has been homeschooling himself at his own Institute of Ideas for decades.


  Presbyterianism and Lynch were right on the same page in holding the individual as sacred, with inviolable rights and privileges. Bonnell adds, “The Presbyterian Church does not legislate for its people on personal moral issues.”38


  Like the patriotic Lynch’s beloved America, the Presbyterian Church government was a representative democracy, and Presbyterians reflexively acted against forces of oppression, being seminal participants in the Revolutionary War and architects and signers of the United States Constitution. For young Lynch, Presbyterians made God and country inseparable—why even Dwight D. Eisenhower, the president of David’s favorite decade, was practicing the Lynch family religion.


  In spite of the comforting familiarity of Lynch’s wholesomely “square” household, “I was ashamed of my parents for being the way they were. I longed for something out of the ordinary to happen in my life, something strange. I knew nothing was as it seemed, not anywhere, but I could never really find proof of it. It was just a feeling.”39


  As Lynch matured, his youthful yearning for something extraordinary to galvanize his life would be realized in his growing artistic ability to create strikingly personal worlds of unique form and substance. Rather than go through life like a passive movie watcher to whom “something happens,” he would make every effort to become the show’s director. In the meantime, the early teenaged Lynch fed his imagination and taste for the beyond at Boise’s Vista Theatre, where he saw The Fly and The Creature From the Black Lagoon, and thrilled to a character’s final admonishment in The Thing (from another world): “Keep watching the skies, we must keep watching the skies!” As an adult artist, Lynch, and his fictional characters, “long to see” other worlds beyond mundane reality, and in his film and TV stories many heads, in an attitude of mysterious anticipation, tip back to look upward.


  Young David was proud to look up to the American flag. The cherished fact of being an American is a primal aspect of Lynch’s self-image. When he accepted the 1990 Cannes Film Festival’s highest honor, the Palme d’Or, for his flaming sex-and-violence road trip Wild at Heart, his biographical statement simply said: “Born in Missoula, Montana; Eagle Scout.”40 Lynch admires Ronald Reagan for being “a cowboy and a brush-clearer.”41 And in Twin Peaks, the character Lynch plays, FBI Chief Gordon Cole, and the character of the director’s screen alter-ego, Special Agent Dale Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan), are bracingly patriotic and arrow-straight. Lynch isn’t the first grown-up baby boomer to find himself championing attitudes and values that were uncool and irritating when his parents broadcasted them day and night around the house.


  Today, Lynch’s fondest memory of his father is of Donald Lynch donning his Forest Service suit and big ten-gallon cowboy hat and walking several miles to work across Alexandria’s George Washington Bridge after the family’s move from Idaho to Virginia. But young David was deeply embarrassed by this public spectacle (“He wouldn’t go in a car or a bus”).42 To Lynch, it made no difference if his father stuck out like a sore thumb one minute or, with his mother, was “too conventional”43 the next: The teenager had started to rebel “against those near and dear”44 before they left Boise. But it was defiance devoid of confrontational histrionics. Lynch, who’s known as a peacemaker among his friends and collaborators, will only say that he started doing “many things that I figured my parents would not enjoy knowing about.”45 Aiming his angst out into the world, Lynch began his adolescent process of independent self-definition by “getting into a few dangerous things that I don’t talk about.”46 One of those dangers, however, is recorded on the Boise police blotter.


  Lynch started playing with fire, despite having witnessed a horrific cautionary incident. One day, one of Lynch’s young friends was using a metal rod to pack match heads into the shaft of a homemade rocket. As Lynch and the boy’s pregnant mother watched, “the rocket went off, and these match heads had such a force that they drove the rocket right through his ankle and it blew fire and burnt match heads all over the porch. He fell down because he couldn’t stand up. His foot was almost severed from his ankle, and he was in a pool of blood with dim little burned match heads and smoke all around. When his mother saw that, she almost lost the baby. But they took my friend to the hospital and sewed his foot back on, and he was OK after that.”47 Lynch and his friends kept advancing into the realm of deadly hazard. They started making pipe bombs that would explode “about eye level with such a force that the pipe would turn completely inside out, and shrapnel would fly.”48 In order to contain the blast of “a big bomb,”49 they tossed it into the South Lake Junior High swimming pool one Saturday morning. The explosion shook houses for blocks, Lynch was arrested, and the incident was splashed across the Idaho and Salt Lake City newspapers.


  Lynch stopped building literal bombs as his explosive creative fires found more potent and far-reaching expression in his Art Life, which would launch him to world-renowned status as a popular culture icon. He had been drawing “since I was very small.”50 And, though he may have been deeply frustrated by his parents’ unwavering normalcy, he gives them much credit for encouraging his talents. “They were very supportive of my early art interest. My mother probably saved me: she refused to give me coloring books. Which is pretty interesting, because there was lots of school pressure to color—and once you have that coloring book the whole idea is to stay between the lines. So I didn’t have the restriction of the lines. My imagination was never ruined, never limited by preconception. I could just go free. And my father would bring home paper that was blank on one side, so I was able to draw whatever I wanted all the time.”51


  Donald Lynch recalls that “David drew lots of airplanes and pistols and machine guns—I don’t know why.”52 Lynch’s adult art concerns the shifting balance of power between people, and senses the flow and accumulation of forces within objects and atmospheres. Planes and pistols vibrate with latent and active energy, and both will adorn Lynch’s mature paintings, films, and a stage performance piece, often as agents of death. Donald also remembers that his son was not the sort of creator who eschews the commercial potential of art-making, for young David used colored felt-tip markers to draw the extreme facial expressions of wild and crazy Mad magazine characters on white sweat shirts, then sold each one for five big 1950s dollars.


  Childhood drawing and dreaming is one thing, but the only Boise adults Lynch saw applying color with a brush for a living were house painters. It took having his girlfriend stolen to expand his artistic horizon. Lynch believes in fate, the way that events can coalesce in the time stream, forming a meaningful pathway into the future. After the Lynches moved to Alexandria, Virginia, fifteen-year-old David was standing with his girl, Linda Styles, in her snowy front yard when same-aged, tow-headed Toby Keeler sauntered up, became Lynch’s fast friend, and stole Linda’s heart. Still, knowing Toby brought David a priceless treasure: the certainty of what he was going to do for the rest of his life. One day, after school, Toby took Lynch to meet his father. For Lynch, stepping into the studio of professional artist Bushnell Keeler “thrilled my soul.”53 This event “completely changed my life,”54 for David realized that he too could devote himself to art. Keeler (b. 1925) was one of those rare American men who followed a nonconformist path after World War II. An economics graduate from Dartmouth, he “got my ass way up the ladder too soon”55 and dropped out of a management-level position at a big Cleveland bearing-manufacturing plant when “I thought I had the call to become an Episcopalian minister.”56 Keeler realized that seminary studies were not for him when an intuitive “little lightbulb went off”57 and he decided to “go into art,”58 a pursuit he had loved as a teenager. In his mid-thirties, Keeler sampled both the world of commercial art and illustration and the fine arts courses at Virginia’s American University. The university’s philosophical approach of relating the acts of seeing, feeling, and painting to the primal nature of being, the fundamental first principles of existence, excited Keeler’s spiritual self and he emerged from his schooling as a full-time painter with his own studio and gallery. Keeler’s almost religious zeal for the poetics of art-making was reinforced by Robert Henri’s book The Art Spirit. And, in turn, when Lynch met Keeler, he was inspired by “the miracle”59 of the man’s lifestyle and the book that the painter urged him to read.


  Henri (1865–1929) was a leader of New York’s Ash Can School of urban realist painters and was a beloved art teacher and philosopher. The Art Spirit proclaimed his deepest convictions and the book became Lynch’s “bible.”60 Lynch has said that a stimulating, metaphorical “jolt of electricity”61 is good for the mind. We can imagine the high voltage that surged through his cranium when he read words that validated his dreamy childhood sense of mysteries hidden beneath the surfaces of life, and which today crystallize his credo. “There is an undercurrent, the real life, beneath all appearances everywhere. I do not say that any master has fully comprehended it at anytime, but the value of his work is that he has sensed it and his work reports the measure of his experience.”62


  Henri admonished artists to retain a child’s innocent eye and sense of wonder at the world, and today Lynch, now in his sixties, still says, “I feel like I’m between six and seventeen.”63 Like an awestruck child, pondering a world in which not all forces and feelings have names yet, Lynch conveys the humming charge of power barely contained within the shapes of people and things. Blue Velvet’s almost supernatural first image, looking up at red flowers, white picket fence, and blue sky is, in Lynch’s eye, “a kid’s view.”64 The characters in his films, like adults looming over a child, spew out volcanic emotions in a visual vocabulary of intensified gestures and facial expressions. One of Lynch’s 1988 canvases, peopled with a rudimentary stick figure a child might paint and title, is called Oww, God, Mom, the Dog He Bited Me. Henri’s reference to the inability of any single artist to fully comprehend the universe’s mysteries is central to Lynch’s vision. Truth-seekers pursuing secrets keep Lynch’s world spinning. His actual and metaphorical detectives read clues and make connections, but they are never able to expose all of the universe’s dark hiding places to the harsh, reasoned light of absolute comprehension. And Lynch’s sense of aesthetic and metaphysical proportion shapes his creative process: He likes to “float into strange intuitions and inspirations”65 that he cannot explain to himself, nor to his audience.


  Nor to his parents. Lynch’s teenage “rebellion”66 sharpened its obsessive focus: “I just didn’t want anything to do with anything except painting, and living the Art Life.”67 In The Art Spirit, Robert Henri encouraged the artist to seek a state of consciousness in which he has “a grip on the fundamentals of nature, the spirit of life, the constructive force, the secret of growth, an understanding of the relative importance of things, order, balance.”68 This mandate set Lynch on a straightforward path: “The art comes first. In the Art Life, you don’t get married and you don’t have families. You have studios and models, and you drink a lot of coffee and you smoke cigarettes and you work mostly at night. Your place smells like oil paint, and you think beneath the surface of things and you live a fantastic life of ideas. And create stuff.”69 Lynch’s inclusion of smoking in his creed was a palpable stroke of differentiation from his nicotine-spurning parents. (Lynch stopped smoking for many years, but took it up again as a mature adult, a fact that he confessed to his parents in a letter; these days family members assume he wears a nicotine patch when he attends Lynch family gatherings). Inhaling cigarette smoke and puffing it out was a gesture of behavioral and spiritual kinship with the family maverick, Grandfather Austin Lynch.


  Along with Bushnell Keeler and Robert Henri, Lynch’s paternal grandfather was one of the grown-ups that the youth wanted to be like. “He was a tremendous influence. I thought he was one of the coolest guys. He always drove these big black cars and he’d wear these thin leather driving gloves, and real, real good suits and engraved cowboy boots. He was fantastic.”70 As an adult, Lynch brought his detailed sensitivity to his grandfather’s sartorial image to the careful creation of his own generic look. He typically wears a simply tailored black suit and a white shirt with the collar buttoned up (“I feel protective of my sternum”),71 sometimes accompanied by a black tie. This black-and-white uniform so bespeaks Lynch that he has clothed his cinematic alter-egos in it for decades. Also, Grandfather Lynch’s love of cars lives on in David, who casts vehicles in his films as precisely as he does actors. In Twin Peaks, Laura Palmer’s outwardly wholesome, yet evil-possessed, incest-committing, child-murdering father, Leland, drives a dark convertible (two forms in one) whose Washington State license plate screams EAK. Driving around at night later than his parents wanted him to was one way Lynch expressed his youthful sense of independence, and when his freedom flights were threatened with grounding, he kept their duration secret. His parents went to bed early, so Lynch mastered the art of turning off the family car’s motor as he approached home and silently coasting into the garage, then slowly turning all of the doorknobs he encountered inside the sleeping house, and softly creeping into his bed.


  In the 1950s and early 1960s, America’s homogenized self-image started to split into squares and hipsters. Squares were conforming upholders of the traditional status quo. Cleanliness, Judeo-Christian godliness, law and order, marriage-sanctioned sexuality, tame music, and station wagons were cardinal virtues. Hipsters questioned everything that squares solemnly stood for, opening themselves to idiosyncratic promptings of desire and soul-quest. They embraced earthiness, follow-your-bliss pantheism, situational ethics, sexual experimentation, the wild “jungle music” of jazz and rock and roll, and racy cars. Along with most children of America’s postwar baby boom, David Lynch was a mixture of hip and square. Like a character in the 1950s family-values TV show Father Knows Best, he cheerfully ran for high school treasurer (“Save With Dave”),72 and cheerfully lost. He and his sweetheart, photographed on a bicycle-built-for-two, were chosen his class’s “Cutest Couple.”73 And, just like Jimmy Stewart in It’s a Wonderful Life, he worked behind the soda fountain counter at the corner drugstore. But winds that would steer Lynch away from the mainstream were stirring, and Grandfather Lynch was one cool breeze. The article accompanying Lynch’s October 1, 1990, Time magazine cover appearance finishes with the director enthusing over rejuvenation techniques that could someday make it possible for a “ninety-five-year-old mind”74 to enjoy a body reconditioned to twenty-five-year-old spryness. With a seeming nod of affection to his unconventional forefather, Lynch concludes: “Granddad would start breaking into liquor stores and staying out late.”75


  Elvis Presley was a powerhouse of raw sexual energy who shivered and shook the teenaged Lynch’s generation and American culture at large. The church-going Tupelo truck driver who became the king of rock and roll was the perfect amalgamation of hip and square. A devotee of both heavenly gospel music and down-and-dirty blues tunes, the sneering singer with the anarchic, thrusting pelvis was the same kid who worshipped his mother and responded to interviewers with a polite, soft-spoken humility. Along with 1950s sci-fi monsters, young Lynch watched Elvis on the silver screen. He loved Elvis’s performing persona and music and would incorporate both into his cinematic reshaping (1990) of Barry Gifford’s novel Wild at Heart. Lynch’s most potent screen evildoers, with their violent, insatiable hungers of body and soul, are perfect personifications of Elvis’s lyrics: “If you’re looking for trouble, just look right in my face.”76


  As a teenager, Lynch had a hard time getting his parents to understand and sympathize with his immersion in the Art Life. Lynch habitually describes his youthful home life in rosy terms and speaks of his parents being “supportive”77 of his artistic endeavors. But Bushnell Keeler remembers Lynch as “a young fellow with a battle going on inside him”78 because of family tension over his art-making obsession. Lynch’s home was, as he would as an adult say of households in his fictions, “a place where things can go wrong.”79


  While still in high school, Lynch was already spending some time away from the family hearth, painting in the room he and his same-age friend and fellow artist Jack Fisk rented from Bushnell Keeler, but relations in the Lynch house became so strained that David asked if he could move in with the Keelers for a while. He ended up staying for most of the school year.


  Keeler recalls that “David didn’t want to be with his family, because they were upset with him. They felt that art was something you do after you get your work done, and David’s first order of business should be to do well in school. They thought he just wasn’t producing at the academic level he ought to be. David was getting Cs on his report card, and he was having to compete against his extremely brilliant brother and sister.”80 His parents’ dissatisfaction with his school performance only served to energize Lynch’s desire to devote himself to painting, so he moved into the Keelers’ home.


  The elder artist immediately became aware of how much stress Lynch was feeling, for “every morning, as soon as David would wake up, he’d get sick.”81 Keeler decided he should talk to Lynch’s father about the situation, so he and Donald met. David had told Keeler about his father living for two years in an Oregon Forest Service observation tower and “letting his beard grow down to his knees.”82 So Keeler reminded Donald of this wild-bearded mountain-man period of his life and averred that, just as with David, “there was something in him that was rather nonconformist.”83 Donald, who retired early (in 1975) from the “the rat race of bureaucratic administration,”84 smiled and nodded, and listened to Bushnell Keeler make his case “as nicely as I could.”85 Keeler told David’s father that “Your son is trying to maintain a vocation as a painter, and at the same time meet the standards laid down by the high school, and he is meeting them, he’s doing his obligation there. At the same time, he’s doubling in brass in terms of being a real painter, not a dilettante. He’s trying to carry two vocations, and you’re not helping him. He’s got more talent in his little finger than I’ll ever have, and he needs encouragement, not discouragement.”86 Donald silently absorbed what Keeler had told him, thanked him for speaking his mind, and, according to Keeler, “seemed to feel better after our conversation.”87 Donald remembers that as they parted, Keeler asked him, “if it was okay for David to take part in drawing sessions which included nude models. What could I say but yes?”88 Thirty-four years later, David Lynch made a TV commercial for the Honda CR-V sport utility vehicle that shows a corporate man in a business suit transforming into a woodsman-costumed fellow with a supernaturally fast-growing beard after he gazes at the adventurous CR-V in a showroom window, clearly a loving homage to his father’s independent spirit and bearded-frontiersman days.


  Lynch credits his father with instilling in him the methodical work habits that have furthered his career and provided a soothing psychological refuge from emotional pain and a sometimes fearsome outside world. “My father taught me that if you want to do something, first you sit down and make a plan. Then you pull together the materials and tools you’ll need, and go to work. This process applies to anything you want to do.”89 Like his father, Lynch became a woodworker at a young age, and once, to aggravate his mother, he drew up plans for a “Bird-Killing Machine.”90


  Over the years, Donald and Sunny Lynch clearly came to terms with their son’s dedication to art, and they proudly displayed a range of his paintings, drawings, and prints in their suburban ranch house that’s a five-freeway drive east of Los Angeles. The teenage Lynch’s flair for realistic, representational work is evident in a carefully shaded graphite drawing of a New England wharf and sailboat, his easily readable signature merging with a sketched paintbrush and palette in a touching youthful declaration of his self-image as an artist. The Eagle Scout proclaims his love of America in a small rendering of the Washington, D.C. Capitol dome that appears to be skillfully composed of a single black ink line that intricately scrambles and tangles itself to form the familiar breastlike dome shape. Another Washington monument is the Friendship Fire Department Founded in 1774 by George Washington, which Lynch renders as a spatially flat, black-and-white structure with small, washed touches of mauve and blue. A building that houses men who battle chaotic flames should be a comforting place, and the worlds “Friendship” and “George Washington” are reassuring. But Lynch gives the image an eerie, haunted air, as though the malevolent forces he sensed but couldn’t see in his own neighborhood lurked in the firehouse’s dark abysslike windows and the twisted black, barren trees that will appear in artworks to come over the years.


  As he matured, Lynch embraced eastern religious philosophies and practices, but he was raised in a Christian household (there was a copy of The Living Bible on a family room table when I visited his parents) and as a young artist he did a striking interpretation of the Crucifixion and the Resurrection, each in moderated shadings of black, white, and gray, and segmented in a tripartite icon-like fashion. These two works, which hang prominently in Donald and Sunny’s living room, show Lynch’s gift for abstraction, as he presents the archetypical images of Christ on the cross and rising from the cave of the dead as an organic melding of transforming flesh and spirit that feels like it’s in motion—no wonder he made the natural next step to animate his drawings. Crucifixion and Resurrection also introduce motifs that will grace many future Lynch works: parting stage curtains, luminous spirit-light, a lone, simple peak-roofed house form, and star fields. Lynch’s fascination for that unadorned house form may have originated on the plains of eastern Montana, for to the left of Donald and Sunny’s star-motif quilt-covered bed hangs David’s graphite drawing of the ranch house where his father grew up (yes, there are twin mountain peaks in the far horizon, and a welcoming, stairway-to-heaven sky occupies more than half of the image). Hanging beneath this picture of his father’s origins is a companion drawing of the Brooklyn rowhouse street where Sunny was raised, and which was the Lynch family’s destination when young David had his urban-fright, down-into-the-dark-subway-tunnel panic experience. Both of these parent-honoring drawings are superbly detailed: They look like slightly softened photo-realist works, and you expect the fulsome trees—blurred as though in motion and arching over the parked Model A Fords on Edwina’s New York street—to gently sway and sigh as they will in Blue Velvet, Twin Peaks, and The Straight Story. The tangible tracings of love between two parents and their son that adorn Donald and Sunny’s home (David signed some of the works as birthday and Christmas presents) culminate in a black-and-white photograph of mature film director David Lynch sitting with a big 35mm movie camera and grinning like he did as a five-year-old towhead. On the photo, Lynch has written in large letters, “To the Best Mom and Dad in the World.” Lynch, who in the public world cares passionately about every small detail of the way his work is presented, loves his parents so much that he lets them hang a relatively recent $4,000 abstract painting upside down over their living room sofa because “that’s the way we like it.”91


  Ninety-five percent of Lynch’s early artwork hanging in his parents’ house is monochromatic or a subdued shade of blue. Only one piece screams with vibrant color: a self-portrait of an unsmiling young man looking straight at us, sporting Beatle-style hair covering his forehead and wearing a top-buttoned shirt and suit coat. For decades, the world has known Lynch to present himself in clothing shades of black, white, and khaki. However, in a family photo, the teenaged Lynch sports a lilac-pink shirt, and his portrait shows him in a red shirt, canary-yellow sweater vest, and a peacock blue-green jacket, and behind him, a bright orange color field. The contrast in Lynch’s early artwork between a dark palette and a light-splashed one reflects his lifelong sense that the realms of phenomena and emotions balance shadowy and radiant elements and forces, but his color-burst of a self-image may have an art historical motivation. Three of the fundamental hues of his self-portrait (red, orange, blue-green) are the primary color areas of Vincent Van Gogh’s self-portrait from 1889, one year before the agonized artistic genius shot himself to death. In Van Gogh’s picture there’s a white bandage over the left side of his face, covering the wound where he razored off his lower ear in a rage of self-loathing. In Lynch’s portrait, his right ear is prominent, but his left one, hidden by his longish hair, doesn’t seem to be there. In Lynch’s film Blue Velvet, a character’s left ear is cut off by a mentally anguished man, himself a kind of tortured artist, who verbally refers to Van Gogh. Lynch the young art student and self-portraitist was certainly aware of Van Gogh’s body of work, and says he was influenced by the work of others before he “got my own original thoughts.”92 Given the preoccupations of Lynch’s later career, it’s natural that as a young artist he would respond to Van Gogh’s agitated, emotion-wracked visual language, and empathize with the Dutch master’s mystical fire of ferocious creativity, his sorrowful yearning to share his soul with his fellow human beings.


  Keeler was amazed at David’s dedication to his artistic calling. “I never knew a kid that age who was so productive. He had creativity coming out of his ears, and he was willing to sacrifice everything for the opportunity to paint. I had a rule in the studio he rented from me: No partying. I knew he would never break it, and he never did.”93


  While the serious-minded Lynch was digging deep into the essentials of art and life, his friend Toby Keeler was “busy being a teenager”94 and recalls that “there was always a tension”95 between David’s need to be both a solitary and social being. “When he was painting and thinking he didn’t want someone hanging around trying to talk to him.”96 Still, Lynch took time to be a member of the high school fraternity Alpha Omega Upsilon with Toby, and loved the fact that he and his brothers used a secret motto and handshake. (Perhaps the fraternity’s shrouded signs and signals combined with the do-gooder ethos of Lynch’s Boy Scout career to spawn Twin Peaks’ clandestine all-male Book House Boys group.) Wearing a typical college boy’s button-down Oxford shirt and tweed jacket, David would accompany Toby to a nightclub in the Georgetown district of Washington, D.C., that bore the evocative Lynchian name of The Shadows. In the dim, smoky light, the two friends would sip beer and enjoy such fledgling mainstream acts as Bill Cosby and The Mugwumps (soon to become The Mamas and The Papas), and one night they watched with members of The Kingston Trio as David and Toby’s pals, the folk music duo Ron and Buzz, won a chance to meet the Beatles.


  Toby recalls that Lynch, along with Jack Fisk, also gravitated toward the cooler edges of fringe culture, where the Beat poets and artists and progressive jazz grooved. (A wild surge of Beat dancing and music vivifies an unbroadcast episode of Lynch’s TV series On the Air, and his early 1960s love of the Dave Brubeck Quartet’s Take Five manifests itself on the soundtrack of his Mulholland Drive pilot episode [2000–2001] and on his phone answering machine.) Keeler notes that Lynch, “who can flutter his hands at a phenomenal rate of speed,”97 became an accomplished player of the beatnik’s instrument of choice, the bongo drums. Lynch’s smoking drum rhythms, which echoed off the walls of staid suburban living rooms at high school parties, earned him the esteemed nickname of Bongo Dave.


  The hipster who produced the far-out bongo sounds also swore allegiance to God and country as a member of the Boy Scouts, earning the highest rank of Eagle Scout, which only 1 percent of members attain. On his fourteenth birthday, January 20, 1961, he got a major patriotic thrill when, resplendent in his Eagle Scout uniform, Lynch had the honor of helping seat dignitaries at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration at the White House, and in the space of a few seconds saw Kennedy, Dwight Eisenhower, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon pass within touching distance.


  Like everyone else in the country, Lynch was devastated when Kennedy was assassinated on November 23, 1963, and recalls that his Catholic girlfriend, Judy Westerman, was so grief-stricken that she stayed in her darkened bedroom for four days. Lynch coped by immersing himself in painting, but Toby Keeler came by and suggested that they go and pay their respects to the fallen president by viewing his body, which was lying in state in the Capitol rotunda. Promising Donald Lynch that he’d return the family car by an appointed hour, David steered the nondescript 1958 Chevrolet through the virtually empty streets of Alexandria, picked up Toby and some beer, and headed for D.C. The car looked like a sleepy family sedan but, as is often the case in Lynchland, a surging hidden power throbbed beneath its sedate exterior, for Donald had selected the big V-8 engine. Toby says David loved to shock other drivers by mashing his foot to the floor and leaving them behind in a cloud of tire smoke.


  Once they got to D.C., they had a hard time finding a parking place, and were amazed to see that the ten-abreast line of people waiting to view Kennedy seemed to stretch on and on forever. David and Toby had thought that the whole process would take a couple of hours at most, but they ended up standing in line all night and never even got near the inner rotunda. David had promised his father to get the car back on time so, good Scout that he was, he and Toby relinquished their place in line and, frustrated and sad, headed back home. It had gotten cold during the night, and someone had given the two young men a blanket each, which they wore American Indian style, draped over their shoulders and hanging down to the ground. Before they had abandoned their vigil, an elderly woman had asked them, “Are you two brothers?”98 Lynch had grinned and said, “We’re in the same tribe.”99


  While still in high school, Lynch and his art-minded buddy, Jack Fisk, started staying up late painting in their Georgetown studio. Artists and scientists often share a free-thinking, imaginative, methodical mindset, and Donald Lynch thought enough of his son’s venture to help pay the rent on his studio, which had recently been vacated by the California-bound Bushnell Keeler. David visited museums and galleries in Washington and New York and, at age eighteen, was struck by the paintings of British artist Francis Bacon. Many aspects of Bacon’s work would come to inform Lynch’s own aesthetic. Lynch noticed the intense sense of presence that emanated from Bacon’s images of mundane objects like cigarettes and butcher’s meat. He admired the textural thickness and beauty of the paint and Bacon’s asymmetrical balancing of strongly contrasting elements. Bacon’s canvasses emitted an alluring, ominous atmosphere that would also blanket the world of Lynch’s art. There were figures with unspecified physical and psychic wounds, quivering with the doubled violence of victim and perpetrator. Naturalistic settings in which bodies distort in a flux of smeared faces slipping into atavistic contours, the human becoming nonhuman. People projected a dual aspect, coming face-to-face with their own ghosts. Earlier in the twentieth century, French Surrealist pioneer Andre Breton spoke for both Bacon and Lynch when he declared that “Beauty will be convulsive, or not at all.”100


  Bacon, as Lynch will come to do with film, established a one-to-one congruity between his nervous system, subconscious, and the paint he was applying to canvas. Both men speak of gleaning images from “waking dreams”101 and of seeking to bypass logic and speech in communicating with their viewers. Lynch’s films are alive with ebbs and flows of emotion, which the viewer can comprehend through what Lynch calls “inner knowing.”102 Furthermore, Bacon says the artist should “unlock the valves of feeling and therefore return the onlooker to life.”103


  The Surrealists, Bacon, and Lynch transport us to the realm of the sublime, as described by English writer Edmund Burke (1729–1797): “Whatever excites pain and danger, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror is a source of the Sublime; it is productive of the strongest emotions which the mind is capable of feeling.”104 And the aesthetic qualities that arouse the sublime are attributes that will characterize decades of Lynch’s artistic expressions: “terror, obscurity, power, vastness, infinity, difficulty, magnificence, and darkness.”105 Always, for Lynch, darkness.


  After graduating from Hammond High School, Alexandria, Virginia, in 1964, Lynch attended the Corcoran School of Art in Washington, D.C., and the Boston Museum School. One day, back in Alexandria, Bushnell Keeler, who knew Lynch was happily studying art and painting all day long up in Boston, answered the doorbell and found the young man standing on his doorstep. As Lynch sipped a mug of Keeler’s industrial-strength coffee he declared, “I’m through with that damned school,”106 and recounted a tale of woe that Keeler (speaking in 2004) feels illustrates “an endearing side of David that worked to his detriment then, but now may be one of his greatest assets.”107


  At the Boston Museum School, Lynch had a sculpture instructor who, as Keeler says, “took to him right away and became his mentor.”108 The teacher was in the process of getting divorced from his wife and he asked if he and his girlfriend could use David’s off-campus sleeping room for a rendezvous some time. The “way too accommodating”109 young man said “Sure”110 and, for night after night, had to sleep on the floor while his teacher and the man’s paramour enjoyed the bed. As Keeler says, Lynch’s “gentleness, his tendency to avoid confrontations,”111 kept him from asserting his displeasure with this sleeping arrangement, so he concluded that the only way out of this messy situation was to quit school, which he did.


  In Lynch’s film fictions, characters sometimes stand and battle their demons face to face but more often they respond to threatening, stifling, intolerable predicaments by seeking an escape route. The young Lynch who bailed out of rough situations at home and in Boston is, as a grown-up, fully able to directly state his needs and wishes, and his gentle, harmony-seeking demeanor serves him well in contrast to an industry town full of aggressive predators and double-talking pretenders. However, if he had taken more of a fighting-tiger, territory-defending stance, Dune and parts of TV’s Twin Peaks might have been less compromised projects.


  In 1965, after completing his freshman year, Lynch and Jack Fisk set off for Europe to be schooled by Viennese Expressionist master Oskar Kokoschka (1869–1980). “I went to study under one of my least favorite painters, I really don’t know why.”112 Ironically, today Kokoschka is one of the painters Lynch is “wild about”113 and it’s easy to see why: As a mature artist, he would view the Viennese creator of expressionistic portraits, figure studies, and cityscapes as a kindred spirit. Like Lynch, Kokoschka believed in the primal power of the penetrating eye wedded to the imagination, and declared that “the awareness of visions is life itself”114 and that art is “a pointer, a bridge to a realm beyond the senses.”115 Kokoschka, who was called “the slicer-open of souls,”116 infuses the personal space of his subjects with tension, and felt that the artist should “build houses outward from within,”117 evoking Lynch’s gift for portraying houses as psychic, emotion-manifesting spaces. Lynch planned to stay in Europe for three years. He lasted fifteen days.


  Lynch and Fisk arrived in Salzburg at night, checked into a boarding house, and because their biological clocks were still running on American time, found themselves wide awake and starving at three in the morning. Their plan to hit the town for some food was stopped cold when they discovered the front door of their quarters was locked, so they made a meager meal of the few airline crackers still in their pockets from their flight. Lynch likes to look for signs and meaning and patterns in the flow of his life, and if he hadn’t already learned the lesson that things often don’t go the way you expect them to, this trip would hammer it into his brain.


  The next morning the two eager art students hiked up to the hillside castle that housed Kokoschka’s school—and were dumbfounded to learn that classes didn’t start for ten weeks. Spontaneous, white-hot inspiration had motivated Lynch and Fisk’s trip, so they hadn’t considered the possibility that Kokoschka might schedule a summer break. In 2002, Fisk, with a sheepish chuckle, admits that “Kokoschka didn’t actually know we were coming.”118


  Agreeing to pool their cash, they came up with $250, but arriving at a consensus about what to do next took some doing. Fisk was bent on seeing Portugal, but Lynch wanted to go to Greece, for personal reasons more than cultural enrichment. Nancy Briggs, Lynch’s stateside girlfriend (who, with her long, center-parted hair, Fisk feels is the archetype “for the imagery of The Blonde in David’s artwork”)119 was staying with her parents in Athens. Fisk finally yielded to his romantic pal and they headed southeast toward Greece, traveling for three days in style on the legendary Orient Express train.


  Trying to convince their fellow passengers that they were European, Fisk asked Lynch, “Vas is dat?”120 But the best Lynch could come up with was, “Dat is mein arm.”121 Doing some sketching, Lynch drew a geometric pattern, to which an interested foreign passenger responded, “Looks like a labyrinth.”122 Lynch puzzled over this comment for a second and responded with a classic Lynchian non sequitur, “Sorry, I don’t speak German.”123 The young men hadn’t brought any food with them on the train and once again were going hungry, but found fellow travelers to be generous with their provisions. Ever sensitive to mysteries, Lynch became intrigued by whatever the heck it was that a Russian man they’d befriended was keeping inside a box he kept next to him on the bench seat. Finally, the fellow slid the lid aside to reveal what Fisk calls “a huge cigar like a cartoon: fat in the middle and tapered at both ends.”124 As a gesture of Cold War détente, the Russian insisted that his American comrades share his smoke, so all three took many puffs—but Fisk and Lynch got sick.


  The next day, as the train chugged toward Athens, Fisk snoozed while Lynch chose to get away from everyone by standing on a small open-air platform and watching tens of centuries of civilized landscape roll by. When he rejoined Fisk, he couldn’t understand why his buddy got a shocked look on his face and then started laughing uncontrollably. Unbeknownst to Lynch, the coal-fired locomotive’s smoke had stained his face charcoal color, and refuse water tossed overboard had spattered little white dots on the shadow of Lynch’s puzzled expression. Even before being conscious of doing so, Lynch was presenting a black-and-white image of himself to the world.


  Ever the romantic, young Lynch knew that true love was worth suffering any hardship, but when he and Fisk reached Athens and searched out the house where his Nancy and her parents were staying for the summer, they discovered that the Briggs clan had just headed back to the states. Any lingering hint of Nancy’s scent had been burned out of the one-hundred-five-degree air and Lynch was crestfallen.


  He and Fisk holed up in a cheap hotel, hiding from the sun and sipping ouzo. They still had some American change in their pockets, and Fisk remembers that the money seemed “unreal and foreign, like you couldn’t buy anything with it in the world we were in. We both suddenly felt very American, and David said, ‘I want some J.C. Penney’s khakis and blue work shirts.’ In less than two weeks we’d reached the point where we wanted nothing more than to come home.”125


  Fisk recalls that “we were both in a lousy mood; nothing had worked out on this European trip. And we were kind of estranged from each other. David craved Marlboro cigarettes, which were $1 a pack, and Coca Colas, which were $1 each, so I saw what little money we had going up in smoke. From my point of view, it had been a big mistake to pool our money. We may have wanted to go home, but we couldn’t afford it.”126


  Lynch knew that his parents, who had helped fund what was supposed to be their son’s European art education, would be disappointed that he’d spent their money joyriding around the continent. Putting off the inevitable confrontation with his folks, he wisely contacted his grandparents to secure funds for a ticket home, while Fisk got a long-distance loan from his sister, Mary.


  Not only was Lynch’s romantic quest fruitless but he found that Europe didn’t fire up his creative urges. There’s a symbolic connection between Lynch’s life and his art: He needs to have places and experiences that move him feed his work. The region around Kokoschka’s school was “too clean. So wholesome and sterile. This is where I was going to be painting. And there was no inspiration for the kind of work I wanted to do. I knew that I was American and I wanted to be there.”127


  Back in the United States, Lynch returned to his parents’ home in Alexandria. They were happy to see him but they dealt firmly with this young man who had abandoned his European study plan. “My parents disinherited me, sort of. They said, ‘Okay, you’re not going to school, you’re not taking things seriously, so we’re not giving you any more money. You’ll have to go out and find a job.’”128 Lynch performed a number of menial, 29-cents-an-hour tasks for bosses who eventually grew impatient with the artist-laborer’s inability to get up early in the morning. When his parents relocated to California, Lynch moved into an apartment above an art-frame shop owned by a man named Michelangelo (Mike) Aloca, a fellow who, with his (as Bushnell Keeler says) “head of hair like the mane of a lion, huge shoulders like that wrestler who’s a governor, Jesse Ventura, and two tiny legs he would kind of tie in a knot—he always had to be in a wheelchair,”129 was the kind of unique person who fascinates Lynch. Keeler, Aloca’s longtime friend, adds with a chuckle that “Mike had the most beautiful Italian wife you ever saw; she was like a young version of the actress Anna Magnani. I don’t know how that happened.”130 Aloca had previously fired Lynch when he scratched a frame but he rehired him to be the janitor, and installed a bell to roust David out of bed for work. Subsisting on peanut butter, bread, and milk, Lynch remained optimistic and philosophical about the ups and downs of his lowly career. “Each time I was fired, it led me to somewhere else where I had a new experience. I could see that it all had a rhyme and a reason. Each time I was fired from a job, I was ecstatic.”131 Still, having to clean a stopped-up toilet that no one else would touch, and having Aloca threaten him with a gun, caused Lynch to question his employment status quo.


  The specter of being drafted into the Army and sent to the killing fields of Vietnam haunted millions of young American men in the mid-1960s. Those who fought received physical wounds and psychic traumas, while those who stayed home were scarred with survivor’s guilt. Lynch was living happily in his little apartment with orange drapes when he got a notice to report for the Army physical exam that would determine if he would be inducted into service and sent to Vietnam. Lynch’s summons ordered him to report at five in the morning, and his pal Jack Fisk, who had the same report time, had to start trying to wake sleepy-head David at four in order to make their date. Fisk recalls that Lynch was classified 4-F, unfit for military service, because of “some health problems that David never enumerated.”132


  Lynch was greatly disturbed by the Vietnam conflict, and he told friends about a weapon he devised in a make-love-not-war spirit. It was a lightweight device that could be thrown at the Viet Cong fighters and, rather than exploding in lethal flames, it would blast out Vietnamese rock and roll music. Lynch’s belief in the power of art is touching: He could picture U.S. soldiers and their enemies dropping their rifles and having a rockin’ party.


  By choice and necessity, Lynch, whose same-age friends had left to attend college, spent a lot of time with Bushnell Keeler, his architect brother, and other men who were more than twice his age. As Keeler says, “David built himself a nice compact little world for himself,”133 something Lynch tries to do whenever he settles on a sympathetic place to live. The young man went to work as an architectural draftsman with Keeler’s brother, was thrilled to see his paintings exhibited in Bushnell’s gallery, and sat in on Keeler’s life-drawing classes, where Lynch’s mentor “had never seen anyone use a model the way he did.”134 Usually the person drawing the stationary, posing model sits working in one spot for the whole session. Lynch, who wouldn’t become a filmmaker for a few more years, was already intrigued by multiple points of view and had a polymorphous way of looking at reality. “Lynch was all over the place when he was drawing. He’d get within two feet of the model, then go way back to the corner of the room, then come in and lie on his back looking up at her. He produced a fantastic abstraction that segmented the body and broke it apart: one leg was over here, another was up in the corner.”135 Over the years, Lynch would manifest his artistic impulse to fragment the human and animal form in his Fish Kit (1979) and Chicken Kit (1980), and Lost Highway’s (1997) severed body of the Renee Madison character. “David’s approach was very creative, very interesting. I was tickled to be working with a young guy who was so talented, so dedicated; it made me feel kind of important.”136


  Bushnell Keeler deserves the gratitude of anyone who appreciates the art of David Lynch. Not only did he serve as a catalytic inspiration and a lifelong professional-artist role model for Lynch, and an encouraging, supportive teacher and friend, but he made some strategic moves that helped the young man begin the upward climb into his brilliant career: What better way to help Lynch than to reject him?


  Lynch thought that he had a perfect setup, making enough money to eat, painting all the time, showing his work in a gallery, spending time with Bushnell and the small circle of other oldsters who appreciated his gifts—but Keeler saw it differently. “I thought he was going to bury himself here: he should be out there involved with people of his generation in the arts, instead of with us old fogeys. One night my brother and I and the rest of the older group, including Mike Aloca, drank and talked about ‘the boy wonder,’ and decided to get David to move on by giving him the cold shoulder. From now on life wasn’t going to be so much fun with us.”137 So when Lynch stopped by for coffee with the group, Keeler says “we wouldn’t say much to him, and his face became puzzled. We just kept up the cold treatment, not saying anything and acting estranged from him.”138


  Keeler knew that Lynch had been hearing about the fulfilling Art Life that David’s pal Fisk was leading as a student at the Pennsylvania Academy of Arts in Philadelphia (whose grey stone steps Sylvester Stallone exultantly climbed in the American Bicentennial year’s Rocky). Keeler figured that if he and his fellow co-conspirators kept freezing Lynch out, the young man himself would get the idea to join Fisk in Philly without Bushnell having to tell David that’s what he thought he should do.


  One day, Keeler answered the knock on his studio door and there stood Lynch, but for once he didn’t enter when invited.


  His face was set in a grim expression and he said with a loud voice, “I’m going to get the hell out of here and go up to Philadelphia and study with Jack Fisk.”139


  Keeler said, “Can you get in?”140


  “I don’t know, but I’ll go up there and find out.”141


  Characteristically, Lynch had a chosen course of action, and nothing was going to deter his forward progress. Keeler noticed that Lynch had his packed bags with him; this was his last stop before catching the bus north. Bushnell gave Lynch a warm goodbye and reflected that his strategy to get David out of town had worked. He thought, “Gee, this is great, now how do we get him into the Pennsylvania Academy?”142


  Just as when Keeler championed David’s right to be an artist while still attending high school in a conversation with Lynch’s father, Bushnell again took direct action on David’s behalf and called the director of the Pennsylvania Academy. “This kid’s loaded with talent and needs to be there. Can you possibly take him in?”143 Keeler recalls the administrator saying that theoretically admissions were already closed for the semester, but added, “We’ll wait for him. Don’t worry, we’ll fit him in.”144


  Arriving in Philadelphia by bus, Lynch turned in his portfolio to the Academy’s entrance board, and was thrilled when “they accepted me.”145 The academic quarter would begin in early January 1966 and on New Year’s Eve, Lynch and Fisk were carrying their belongings to a rental unit in a wheelbarrow. “A man stopped us. He said, ‘You’re moving—moving on New Year’s Eve! You need money!’ And he began to put his hand in his pocket. And I said, ‘Oh, no. Thanks, but we’re rich.’ And we didn’t have any money at all. Isn’t that strange—I always felt like I was rich. The strangest thing.”146


  [image: Mr. Lynch’s neighborhood.]


  Like many of his baby boom generation, who grew up with a bountiful national economy and an openness to new ways of being, Lynch had the luxury
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