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For Stevie


Fuzzy Sandwiches, or There Is No Speed Limit on the Lost Highway: Reflections on David Lynch

by Barry Gifford

IN 1997, WHEN David Lynch, who had directed the film version of my novel Wild at Heart, and also had directed my two plays, ‘Tricks’ and ‘Blackout’, for a television production entitled Hotel Room, came to me and asked me to write with him the screenplay for a new film, I could hardly say no. After all, Wild at Heart had won the Palme D’Or at the Cannes Film Festival and propelled the book onto bestseller lists all over the world. Besides, we were good friends by now. The problem was that I was busily engaged writing a novel and was scheduled to leave for Spain in two weeks. How could we get a screenplay done right now, as Dave asked. In fact, he insisted. So I put aside the novel manuscript and agreed to work hard for two weeks and see what we came up with. If it seemed to be working after my return from Spain, if we both felt good about the project, then we would continue and work straight through until we had it finished.

David had optioned for film my novel Night People, and we had talked for a year or more about how that could be done, but nothing happened. (He told me his daughter, Jennifer, wanted to play the role of one of the two lesbian serial killers.) He fell in love with a couple of sentences in the book in particular, one of which was when one woman says to another, ‘We’re just a couple of Apaches ridin’ wild on the lost highway.’ What did it mean? he wanted to know. What was the deeper meaning of the phrase ‘lost highway’? He had an idea for a story. What if one day a person woke up and he was another person? An entirely different person from the person he had been the day before. OK, I said, that’s Kafka, The Metamorphosis. But we did not want this person to turn into an insect. So that’s what we had to start with: a title, Lost Highway; a sentence from close to the end of the book Night People (‘You and me, mister, we can really out-ugly the sumbitches, can’t we?’); the notion of irrefutable change; and a vision Dave had about someone receiving videotapes of his life from an unknown source, something he had thought of following the wrap of the shooting of Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me. Now all we had to do was make a coherent story out of this.

A few years ago, when David, the producer Monty Montgomery, my friend Vinnie Deserio and I were sitting around talking about another story, Dave, in an effort to explain to me an effect he was after, said, ‘You know that feeling you get when you’ve just gotten back from the dry cleaners a pair of slacks, dacron slacks, and you reach your hand in a pocket and you feel those fuzzy sandwiches with your fingers? Well, that’s the feeling I’m looking for.’ I just nodded and replied, ‘Okay, Dave, I know exactly what you mean.’

I kept this incident in mind while he and I sat across from one another and puzzled out the scenario for Lost Highway, which I like to call Orpheus and Eurydice Meet Double Indemnity. We made it work – at least for each other – and I love the result, fuzzy sandwiches and all. That being said, it’s important to understand that David and I work similarly, very hard, long hours, with time out only for coffee – in Dave’s case, lots of coffee. Working with Dave is, for me, a great treat, because I know that as the director he’s going to add an extra dimension to whatever we come up with on the page. Visually, it will take one giant step beyond. This gives me the confidence to let everything loose, a great privilege for a writer.

Both Lynch and I believe that films are, or should be, as dreams. When you enter the movie theatre the ‘real’ world is shut out. Now you are in the thrall of the filmmakers, you must surrender and allow the film’s images to wash over you, to drown in them for two hours or so. And David is relentless in his use of imagery. Lost Highway, like Blue Velvet or Eraserhead, especially, is filled with unforgettable images. And we are set in a place, a city, a landscape, that is neither here nor there, a timeless form, presented within a non-linear structure – a Möbius strip, curling back and under, running parallel to itself before again becoming connected, only there’s a kind of coda – but that’s how it goes with psychogenic fugues. Figure it out for yourself, you’ll feel better later; and if you don’t figure it out, you’ll feel even better, trust us. Trust is what it’s all about with filmmakers like David Lynch, one of the very, very few true visionaries in the history of cinema. I once asked David, who is a painter, why he decided to make movies, and he told me (echoing many others, including Elia Kazan who said, ‘The camera is such a beautiful instrument. It paints with motion’), ‘Because I wanted to see my paintings move.’

Vinnie Deserio once said that the reason Dave and I work so well together is that he takes the ordinary and makes it seem extraordinary, and I take the extraordinary and make it seem ordinary. Maybe so; it sounds good, anyway. But there are no easy explanations for what occurs in Lost Highway or Eraserhead, nor should there be. When you go on a journey with David Lynch it’s a trip you’ve never been on before – and may never want to take again – but it’s unforgettable. Time to fasten your seat belt, as Bette Davis so memorably instructed (words by Joseph Mankiewicz) in All About Eve, because there is no speed limit on the lost highway.

San Francisco, August 2000

Barry Gifford wrote the novel Wild at Heart upon which David Lynch’s film is based; two plays directed by Lynch in the HBO programme Hotel Room; and he co-wrote the screenplay of Lost Highway. His novel Perdita Durango was made into a feature film by the director Alex de la Iglesia, with whom Gifford also co-wrote the screenplay. Gifford’s most recent book is Wyoming, a novel.


Welcome to Lynchworld

‘HI, IS THAT David?’ booms the voice from the other end of the phone. The connection is so clear, and the voice so loud and familiar, for a sleep-befuddled moment I think it must be Gordon Cole. Then I remember: it’s a little after 9.30, Prague time, and my interview with David Lynch is due to start in five hours’ time. It must be Lynch calling to confirm, and here I am standing in my hotel room half-naked, trying to sign the room service bill with one hand, and rub sleep out of my eyes with the other. ‘WE COULD DO THE INTERVIEW NOW, IF YOU WANT!’ the booming voice continues. ‘BUT WE HAVE TO DO IT IN THE BAR! ’CAUSE I’M A SMOKER, SEE?’

Something tells me meeting Lynch will live up to my expectations.

My only regret about my earlier volume, The Complete Kubrick, was that I did not get to meet the subject of the book, who passed away before the project was even pitched. Setting out to write this follow-up, I was not about to let the same thing happen twice. A one-to-one interview with Lynch was, I felt, fundamental to the book, despite the fact that it would be broken up and scattered throughout, so that each chapter – and boy, there were a lot of them this time – would contain a few fresh quotes from Lynch himself. What I didn’t realise was how fundamental the interview would be to everything about the book. Meeting Lynch allowed me to see first-hand the unique way in which his mind works, and led me to create new boundaries for the areas covered by the book: not to over-analyse, or rationalise, or demystify those many projects of his whose power lies in subjective interpretation. After all, as David himself told me, ‘you can’t get the complete Lynch.’

The specific format of this book makes it particularly well suited to being read out of sequence, favourite projects first. (Funny how the book never seems to fall open at the On the Air section!) Seeing the relevant film or TV show before tackling the associated chapter is the wisest move – by now, you may have forgotten who did actually kill Laura Palmer. The section breakdowns build on the style established by the earlier books in this series, with each chronological entry featuring such basic information as title, year of release (or first broadcast), medium, format and running time(s), as well as drawing on the following categories as appropriate:

CAST / CREDITS: A full cast list, but only the key members of the crew. For full credits, check the end of the film, or the IMDb (http://uk.imdb.com).

UNCREDITED CAST/CREW: Belatedly giving credit where it’s due.

TITLE SEQUENCE: Including title styles, music, opening shots and sometimes narration.

SUMMARY: The bit that, in the interest of completism, gives the plot away – in some cases, my own interpretation of what the heck is going on, for which I take full responsibility.

SOURCE: Background on the relevant source material of adaptations, or the gestation of a project if it evolved from, or was inspired by, another source.

ALTERNATIVE TITLES: Labyrinth Man, Sailor and Lula and others.

PRODUCTION HISTORY: The making of the movies.

CASTING: Who’s who among the cast, and how they came to be there.

THE LYNCH MOB: Lynch’s own unofficial repertory company, both behind and in front of the camera, cross-referenced with projects in which they have previously appeared.

MEMORABLE QUOTE(S): A personal choice of the most relevant, repeatable or resonant quotes from each of Lynch’s films.

SOUND AND MUSIC: Lynch says that sound represents fifty per cent of his films. In this section, the other fifty per cent is music – usually Angelo Badalamenti’s, but let’s not forget Tractor and, er, Toto.

INFLUENCED BY: ‘You don’t know where things come from,’ says Lynch. ‘They could come from memories, they could be triggered, they could come to you from the ether. And if they are in the memory, if they’re stored away, one day, for some reason, they’re released, and it seems like a brand new idea.’

LEGACY: The influences of Lynch’s films on everything from entire trends (Twin Peaks changing the face of television) to, uh, potato crisp commercials.

DÉJÀ VU: Didn’t I see that shot of a highway at night in an earlier Lynch film? Did I already ask that?

THEMES AND MOTIFS: An attempt to unravel some of the mysteries, meanings and multiple layers in Lynch’s films.

CUT SCENE(S)/ALTERNATIVE VERSION(S): A fairly detailed look at deletions, additions and amendments between script and screen, and different versions of the film, where relevant.

POSTER/TAG-LINE/TRAILER: ‘A film is its own thing, and in an ideal world I think a film should be discovered knowing nothing.’ Studio marketing departments tend not to agree with Lynch.

WHAT THE PAPERS SAID: A representative cross-section of critical appraisal from both sides of the Atlantic.

BOX OFFICE/RATINGS: Box office grosses in US dollars, and US TV ratings where appropriate.

AWARDS: Two Oscar nominations for Best Director, over a dozen Emmy nominations for Twin Peaks, a Palme D’Or for Wild at Heart, and more.

CONTROVERSY: Notes from a critical backlash, including ‘Ban this sick film!’ (The Straight Story).

EPISODE LOG: A breakdown of the episodes from Lynch’s TV projects.

TRIVIA: Bore your friends! Be a pariah at parties! Win film quizzes! It’s all the stuff that wouldn’t fit comfortably into any other section.

APOCRYPHA: Did you know that Lynch wanted to remake Lolita with John Hurt as Humbert Humbert? No, neither did he.

AVAILABILITY: A round-up of the rather sorry state of Lynch’s output on video, DVD and laserdisc, proving why we should all have a friend in Japan.

FINAL ANALYSIS: My own two cents’ worth, Kent Brockman-style.

EXPERT WITNESS: A key player on the relevant project dishes.

LYNCH ON . . . Finally, a few bons mots from the man himself. 


Six Figures Getting Sick (1967)

Short / 1 min / colour / animation

Produced, directed and animated by David Lynch

 

UNCREDITED CREW: Lynch’s friend and fellow art student Jack Fisk made the three plaster casts of Lynch’s head onto which the film was projected.

ALTERNATIVE TITLE(S): Six Figures Getting Sick is often referred to, erroneously, as Six Men Getting Sick, or simply Six Figures. ‘It’s Six Figures Getting Sick,’ Lynch confirms. In fact, the piece was originally untitled; Lynch gave it a name in order to make it easier to reference.

SUMMARY: A siren wails as three distended, animated figures – whose images are projected onto three sculpted heads, making six figures in all – catch fire as candles are lit. The bodies and stomachs begin to grow, and they vomit a bright red liquid. The film returns to the beginning and repeats itself.

PRODUCTION HISTORY: ‘I was at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in Philadelphia,’ Lynch told Jonathan Ross about the period in the mid-1960s when he, a fledgling painter, first became interested in film. ‘I was painting these kind of large, dark paintings, and it wasn’t quite so nice when the painting was just still. It needed just to move a little bit, so this idea of animation came up. I kind of started to fall in love with film during that time.’ As Lynch’s first wife, Peggy Reavey, told Toby Keeler: ‘He wanted his paintings to move, [that’s] really what it came out of. He wanted his paintings to do more. He wanted them to make sounds. He wanted them to move.’

Lynch created Six Figures Getting Sick during his second year of attendance at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, which he had joined in 1965 upon the advice of his artist friend Jack Fisk. ‘It was a great time to be at the Academy,’ Lynch told Cinefantastique, despite the fact that he hated living in Philadelphia. ‘Schools have waves, and it just happened that I hit on a really rising, giant wave. There were so many good people at the school. And that really started everything rolling. I kind of got a feeling for things in terms of painting, and my own style kicked in.’ In practical terms, Lynch was encouraged by the Academy’s sponsorship of an annual experimental painting competition, for which Lynch decided to make something which was a cross between a moving painting and a looped animated film.

Lynch purchased a 16mm camera that could hold fifty feet of film and could also photograph single frames – an essential capability for animation. From the same Philadelphia dealer, he bought two floodlights that he was told to set at 45º angles to the action. Lynch soon discovered, however, that the camera’s Cook lens could not be adjusted; instead, he was forced to fix the camera to a dresser in the seventh-floor downtown hotel room that would act as his makeshift studio, and to set up his makeshift animation stand – a board taped to a radiator – in such a place that the camera’s viewfinder would capture all of the action.

Unfortunately, upon developing his film when the animation was complete, Lynch discovered that the viewfinder had picked up too much information: the animation board was in frame, but so was the radiator and the wall. To solve this problem, Lynch devised an ingenious sculpted screen, made from three plaster casts of his own head, onto which the film would be projected from such a distance that the extraneous images – the radiator and the wall – would fall away beyond the projection surface. Thus, as Peggy Reavey later explained: ‘He projected it onto the screen, [and] these heads that he animated which went through all these contortions, and he had little birthday candles stuck on the canvas that he was using, and he lit them, and there was all these streaks of burning, and then at the very end all these heads vomited and . . . that was the end. And then it played over and over again.’ Lynch evidently did not think much of his first film-making effort, telling Cinefantastique, ‘It was much nicer to paint than [to] make those movies.’

SOUND AND MUSIC: There was no music in Six Figures Getting Sick; only the sound of a wailing siren was looped along with the film.

LEGACY: The most important legacy of Six Figures Getting Sick was that it prompted a wealthy artist, H. Barton Wasserman, to order a similar ‘moving painting’ that he could project at home any time he felt like it. Lynch did not wait to be asked twice. The Alphabet was the result.

THEMES AND MOTIFS: Sickness (or disease) and fire are two themes to which Lynch would return continually throughout his films. Disease, in particular, plays a major role in Eraserhead (the ‘baby’ is sick), The Elephant Man (‘John’ Merrick has a disfiguring disease of the skin and bones), Dune (Baron Harkonnen appears diseased) and Blue Velvet (Dorothy talks of men ‘putting their disease’ in her). Fire plays an important part in Twin Peaks (a fire destroys the sawmill; Laura Palmer liked ‘playing with fire’ and leaves a note that reads ‘FIRE WALK WITH ME’ at the scene of her murder, copied from something her killer says) and Fire Walk With Me (the title itself is a reference to the note); Wild at Heart (Lula’s father is killed in a fire, an element which is a strong leitmotif throughout; Chris Isaak’s ‘Wicked Game’ opens with the words ‘The world was on fire and no one could save me but you’); Lost Highway (the house in the desert explodes in flames); even The Straight Story (one of Rose’s children was badly burned in a fire; a house burns as Alvin’s tractor careens out of control).

TRAILER: US talk show host Jay Leno once asked Lynch about his shortest film. Upon learing that it was ‘plotless’, and a mere one minute in duration, Leno asked him how one would go about making a trailer for a film like that. ‘That’s a problem,’ Lynch replied, laughing.

AWARDS: Six Figures Getting Sick won the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts’s second annual Dr W. S. Biddle Cadwalder Memorial Prize.

AVAILABILITY: Although Six Figures Getting Sick is not available in its entirety, a short clip of the ‘film’ is shown as part of Toby Keeler’s 1997 documentary Pretty as a Picture: The Art of David Lynch, which is available in the US as an NTSC VHS (FLV 1327) and Region 1 DVD (ID4810TKDVD).

FINAL ANALYSIS: A crucial step in the transformation of painter to film-maker, Six Figures Getting Sick strikes me as a playfully perverse work that, while undoubtedly of its time, could hold up against anything in today’s contemporary art market. Sadly, its multi-media nature makes it one of the most difficult Lynch projects to reproduce, and it will probably endure as Lynch’s greatest ‘lost’ work – lost to the general public, at least.

LYNCH ON SIX FIGURES GETTING SICK: ‘That was going to be the end of my film-making experience. The entire “film” cost me two hundred dollars, and that was just too expensive.’


The Alphabet (1968)

16mm short/ 4 mins/colour & b/w/ live action & animation

Written, directed, photographed and edited by David Lynch

Produced by H. Barton Wasserman

Sound by David Lynch

Title song by David Lynch

Sung by Bob Chadwick

‘Alphabet Song’ sung by Peggy Lynch

CAST: Peggy Lynch (The Girl)

UNCREDITED CREW: Bob McDonald (Sound Effects Editor), Bob Cullum (Sound Mixing)

SUMMARY: A girl lies in bed as we hear children chanting the alphabet. On abstract animated landscapes, letters from A to Z appear as a man with an authoritative voice (like that of a teacher) sings indistinctly; a capital ‘A’ appears to give birth to several lower case ‘a’s; a distorted female figure reacts in shock as letters force their way into her head. The girl seen in bed earlier reacts violently. Blood streams from the eyes and mouth of her animated counterpart. The girl in bed attempts to reach various letters floating just beyond her grasp, as a female voice chants the ‘Alphabet Song’. Finally, she falls back on the bed, writhing and vomiting blood.

SOURCE: Lynch has sometimes said that his ideas originate in his own dreams – often, in his case, daydreams. The Alphabet, however, began as someone else’s dream, as Peggy Reavey – then married to Lynch – has explained: ‘I was home for Christmas, and I sat in the same room with my niece, who I think was about six. And she had a dream that night, a nightmare that woke me up, and she was just jumping around in bed reciting the alphabet: “A-B-C-D-E-F-G! A-B-C-D-E-F-G!” I was telling David about this, and his eyes just got as big as saucers. You know, I thought it was an interesting story. But to him, right away, this was material.’

PRODUCTION HISTORY: Almost immediately following his first foray into film-making, Six Figures Getting Sick, Lynch was commissioned by a wealthy associate, H. Barton Wasserman, to make what the director described as ‘a similar type of thing, that would be like a painting you could turn on and run for a while and then turn off.’ With $1,000 now at his disposal, Lynch set to work on the new piece, designed to be projected onto a sculptured screen, like Six Figures Getting Sick.

It took Lynch two months to shoot the two minutes and twenty-five seconds of film. But when the developed film came back from the lab, it was blank. ‘I remember holding the film up to the light to see frames, and I saw no frames.’ The director was not depressed, however; merely curious to know what had gone wrong. ‘I remember someone asking, “Aren’t you upset?” I said, “No.” The hindsight part came in later,’ he added. ‘If that had come out and I had sent that to the American Film Institute, it wouldn’t have been good enough to get me the grant I got later. And of course, that grant I had to have, if I was going to get into film. So fate was smiling on me.’

More surprisingly, Wasserman was also smiling: unfazed by the fate of his commission, he gave Lynch carte blanche to take the rest of the money and do whatever he wanted. Thus, armed with what remained of his patron’s money, a small contribution from his father and an idea born out of a child’s dream – the nocturnal alphabet-recital of his wife’s niece – Lynch set about making what would become his third film, The Alphabet. The first thing the director did was paint the walls of his bedroom black, much to his wife’s bemusement. ‘He set up on the second floor,’ Reavey said later, ‘[in] the room where he shot the scene in The Alphabet where I’m bouncing around the bed.’

Having seen the completed film, Lynch’s artist friend Bushnell Keeler told the young film-maker about the American Film Institute (AFI), a brand new film school that Keeler’s brother-in-law had helped establish in Washington, DC. Keeler encouraged Lynch to apply for a grant. Lynch did so, and submitted a print of The Alphabet, along with a short script he described as ‘very weird . . . it was just little images and stuff, sort of like shorthand and poetry’. Lynch’s application was initially unsuccessful, but when AFI director George Stevens Jr called to ask if the proposed budget of $7,118 could be reduced to $5,000, Lynch’s reply was swift: ‘You got it.’

CASTING: Peggy, Lynch’s first wife and soon to be the mother of his first child, played the little girl who recited The Alphabet.

MEMORABLE QUOTE(S)

Voice: ‘Remember, you’re dealing with a human form.’

SOUND AND MUSIC: Aside from the singing, there is no music in The Alphabet, though the sound effects include a crying child, a siren, whistling and rushing wind. According to legend, Lynch tried to record the effects himself, using a rented Uher tape recorder; the machine was broken, however, resulting in a certain distortion of sound that Lynch, true to form, loved. Armed with his own peculiar brand of effects, Lynch approached a Philadelphia industrial film company, Calvin Productions, which agreed to edit and mix the soundtrack.

DÉJÀ VU: The siren heard in The Alphabet recalls the single sound effect in Six Figures Getting Sick, while the girl’s sickness – here, as a direct consequence of rigidly enforced learning – is a clear reference to Lynch’s earlier work.

THEMES AND MOTIFS: The Alphabet arguably encapsulates a single theme – in this case, fear of learning – more succinctly than any of Lynch’s subsequent films. The girl’s resistance to learning reflects that of a young David Lynch, who by his own admission was far more comfortable drawing than writing during his early school life. ‘For me, back then, school was a crime against young people,’ he remembered. ‘It destroyed the seeds of liberty. The teachers didn’t encourage knowledge or a positive attitude.’ Besides, he added, ‘the people who interested me didn’t go to school.’ The fact that Lynch’s own mother taught English did not change his attitude to language, which The Alphabet clearly illustrates. ‘I think that films should have a surface story,’ he said in 1987, ‘but underneath it there should be things happening that are abstract . . . things that resonate, and areas that words can’t help you find out about.’

AVAILABILITY: Although it is occasionally screened on television, The Alphabet is currently unavailable on any format. Nevertheless, Lynch says that he plans to make this and his other short films available through his website, davidlynch.com.

FINAL ANALYSIS: Lynch’s first fully-fledged animated film is an extraordinarily vivid portrait of the constricting effects of learning linguistic forms. Although it seems surprising that the director of The Alphabet would go on to write or co-write almost every one of his future films, Lynch’s mistrust of language would be a recurring motif in his future work, from the letters found under the fingernails of BOB’s victims to the clipped-out letters that litter his paintings (for instance, ‘Sputnik Over City, Featuring the Letter A’), often communicating far less than the reader might imagine.

LYNCH ON THE ALPHABET: ‘The Alphabet is a little nightmare about the fear connected with learning. It’s very abstract – a pretty dense little film.’


The Grandmother (1970)

16mm short/34mins/colour/live action & animation

Written, directed, produced, animated and photographed by David Lynch

Assistant Script Consultants Margaret Lynch, C.K. Williams

Still Photography Doug Randall

Music and Music Effects by Tractor

Sound Editing and Mixing by Alan R. Splet

Sound Effects by David Lynch, Margaret Lynch, Robert Chadwick, Alan R. Splet

Produced by American Film Institute

CAST: Richard White (The Boy), Dorothy McGinnis (The Grandmother), Virginia Maitland (Mother), Robert Chadwick (Father)

TITLE SEQUENCE: The titles, in white on a black background, state simply: ‘THE GRANDMOTHER a film by DAVID LYNCH.’

SUMMARY: The earth spews forth two adults, a male and a female, who huddle together, making animal noises. The male seems disturbed by the arrival of a child, a young boy grown in the same organic fashion. Alone in a sparsely furnished room, the boy sits forlornly, playing with a plant, while his parents search, or forage, on all fours. At home, the ‘father’ drinks and the ‘mother’ preens. The boy wakes to find he has wet the bed, and his angry father punishes him by savagely rubbing his face in it. His mother beckons him, tries to kiss him, and shakes him when he rejects her. Alone in his room, he hears a whistling sound and follows it upstairs to its source: a seed, which he plants on a bed in a mound of earth and waters. Days pass, and the seed grows, eventually giving birth to a fully grown elderly woman, whom the boy adopts as his ‘grandmother’. Now, whenever his slovenly parents mistreat him, he escapes to the sanctuary of his grandmother’s love, and has childish fantasies in which he kills his parents. One night, she grows sick. The boy tries to get his parents to help him, but they laugh at him, and he returns upstairs to find his grandmother dead. Later, visiting a cemetery, he has a vision of her, but she appears not to recognise him, and her head snaps back in death. He wails in anguish and returns home to bed, trying to dream a way out of his miserable existence, and imagining himself joined to the pod that produced his grandmother.

PRODUCTION HISTORY: Having been accepted for the inaugural year of the American Film Institute (AFI), Lynch began combining his formal studies with his practical education: the making of his next short film, The Grandmother. ‘He got five thousand dollars,’ Lynch’s first wife Peggy recalled, ‘and he again proceeded to paint the inside of the house black.’ Although Lynch explained that he had painted these makeshift sets black ‘so that you’d see what was there, and not look at the walls’, it was also because, while he was shooting in colour, he wanted the film to look black and white.

Lynch had originally projected a budget of $7,118 for the production of The Grandmother, although the AFI had agreed to fund it to a maximum of $5,000. With the money almost gone, and The Grandmother still some way from completion, Lynch prudently invited one of the Institute’s founders, Tony Vellani, to Philadelphia to view the work in progress. Vellani was so impressed by Lynch’s unfinished work that he not only agreed to grant Lynch an extra $2,200 to complete the project, but he also strongly recommended that Lynch apply for admission to the AFI’s brand new Center for Advanced Film Studies, located in Los Angeles. Lynch readily agreed and, although he was too late to win a place among the Center’s first applicants, the combination of The Grandmother and a script for a further short, Gardenback [see ‘In Dreams,’ here], was good enough to get him accepted for year two.

There was only one problem now facing the fledgling film-maker: how to explain to his parents the origin of the disturbing imagery of the dysfunctional family at the heart of the film. ‘When my parents saw The Grandmother, they were very upset,’ he told Cinefantastique, ‘because they didn’t know where it came from.’

CASTING: Looking for the quarter of actors who would bring The Grandmother to life, Lynch did not have to cast his net far. Richard White (The Boy) was a neighbour; Dorothy McGinnis (The Grandmother) was the mother-in-law of a former employer, Roger La Pelle; Virginia Maitland (Mother) and Robert Chadwick (Father) were both acquaintances.

THE LYNCH MOB: Robert Chadwick (Father) had, as Bob Chadwick, previously recorded vocal effects for The Alphabet.

SOUND AND MUSIC: The film’s atmospheric music was provided by Tractor, a group to which Lynch’s friend Ronnie Culbertson belonged. The Grandmother was particularly important in the development of Lynch’s stylished sound, because it marked his first collaboration with sound effects engineer Alan R. Splet, who would work with the director on Eraserhead, The Elephant Man, Dune and Blue Velvet (he died in 1994). For the second time, Lynch approached industrial film company Calvin Productions, whose effects library he would need access to. But Bob Cullum was unavailable, and Lynch was referred instead to his assistant, Splet. At the time, Lynch thought, ‘Oh, brother, I’m being shunted off to his assistant.’

For the next seven weeks, however, the pair worked ten- or eleven-hour days, usually seven days a week, experimenting with the company’s effects library, all for the bargain price of $250 per reel of film. ‘So that’s an awfully good deal,’ Lynch noted appreciatively. ‘Otherwise, it would have [cost] thousands of dollars.’ Where Lynch’s desired effects could not be accomplished with the company’s limited equipment, necessity proved to be the mother of invention – most notably where the Grandmother’s whistle was concerned. With no reverb facility available, Lynch and Splet found a piece of aluminium heat ducting, through which the whistle was recorded. As Splet recalled, ‘We rerecorded it maybe fifteen times through this piece of ducting to get the little bit of echo on it that we wanted.’

THEMES AND MOTIFS: The Grandmother expands upon the theme of communication (or lack of it) in The Alphabet by reducing the characters’ language to a series of unintelligible sounds: barks, grunts, whistles, moans, groans and wails. Only the boy and his grandmother seem able to communicate, and then only using wordless and even soundless methods. The sense of alienation that would be crucial to Lynch’s first feature, Eraserhead, is also in evidence here, along with the unhealthy relationship between selfish parents and an apparently unwanted child. Lynch also deals with the idea of an attic as a mental space, which was to have recurred in the abandoned Gardenback project: in The Grandmother, the borders between real and fantasy worlds are deliberately muddied, so that it is unclear whether the grandmother is a real or imagined presence in the boy’s life.

WHAT THE PAPERS SAID: Although one cannot expect short films to create much press, it is surprising that, following the critical acclaim that greeted Eraserhead and The Elephant Man, Lynch’s short subjects were not widely re-examined. One of the few critics to do so was Lloyd Rose, who, in 1984, had this to say about The Grandmother: ‘The blacks are so rich that you feel you could sink your arms into them up to the elbows. Against this black, which is the backdrop to most of the scenes, Lynch’s other colours stand out with hallucinatory sharpness: they almost hurt your eyes. The boy’s dreadful mother wears a dress with a green-and-pink floral pattern, bright as a tropical bird’s plumage. The boy wets his bed frequently, and the urine stain is a rich yellow-orange, like egg yolk.

‘Lynch is one of the great movie sensualists,’ Rose continued, ‘but his is an odd sort of sensuality, because there’s no overt sexual charge to it. Even when he’s dealing with directly sexual symbols, there’s something cool and dry, clinical, in his attitude. And his technique has no lush pleasures. There is no languorous camera movement, and none of the high excitement of vivid editing. We aren’t swept along by Lynch’s camera; we’re caught by his images. Our memory of his work is likely to be a series of mysterious, iconographic compositions – as if we had been looking at an exhibition of paintings rather than at a film.’

AWARDS: The Grandmother won prizes at several film festivals – including those held in San Francisco, Belleview and Atlanta – and the Critics’ Choice Award of an AFI panel voting on the twelve best film-makers to have been awarded grants.

AVAILABILITY: Although it is occasionally screened on television or at festivals, The Grandmotheris currently unavailable on any format.

FINAL ANALYSIS: The Grandmother is a key work in Lynch’s oeuvre, not only because its shows a maturing and developing film-maker at work and illustrates Lynch’s surrealist tendencies (albeit with a relatively comprehensible narrative structure), but also because it demonstrates his increasing reliance on live action as a means to express his ideas. The film may seem like a baptism of fire to those unfamiliar with Lynch’s more outlandish works, but the themes that underlie his work would be recognisable to anyone familiar with, in particular, Eraserhead, Twin Peaks and Fire Walk With Me. As a work of experimental film-making, it continues to succeed more than thirty years after its creation, largely due to its timeless themes, otherworldly colour saturation, extraordinary central performances, and – above all – its indication of a raw and powerful talent at work.

LYNCH ON THE GRANDMOTHER: ‘There’s something about a grandmother. I had two great – not great – they were fantastic grandmothers! And two fantastic grandfathers. And they were close to each other. But the film didn’t come from that, I’m sure it didn’t. It came from this particular character’s need – a need that that prototype can provide. Grandmothers get playful. And they relax a little, and they have unconditional love. And that’s what this kid conjured up.’


The Amputee (1974)

Short videotape / 5 mins / black and white / live action

Written, directed, photographed and edited by David Lynch

Photography by Frederick Elmes

CAST: Catherine Coulson (Woman), David Lynch (Doctor)

SUMMARY: A woman with both legs amputated at the knees sits, going over a letter she has written concerning a number of people involved in a tangled web of relationships. As her re-reading of the letter continues in voiceover, a male nurse enters, sits down in front of her and, without speaking, begins to treat the stumps of her legs. This involves snipping, copious amounts of spurting blood and bandaging, yet the woman continues to work on her letter, failing to acknowledge either the doctor or the treatment she is undergoing.

PRODUCTION HISTORY: While still at the American Film Institute (AFI) in 1974, with production on Eraserhead suspended due to lack of financing, cinematographer Frederick Elmes casually informed Lynch that he had been asked to shoot a test of two different stocks of black-and-white videotape. Elmes was planning to shoot a simple test pattern, but Lynch had a better idea: ‘I said, “Would they object if you shot something else? What if I wrote something and we shoot two different versions of the same thing? Then they could see the stock, but we’ll have shot something.”’ Elmes liked the proposal, believing that a simple live-action set-up might highlight the lighting contrasts between the stocks better than a test pattern. Lynch stayed up all night with Catherine Coulson, working on the set-up and the simple but effective special effects, and by the next day was ready to make his most rarely screened short film.

CASTING: The Amputee marked the acting debuts of both Lynch and Coulson, who were in the midst of working on Eraserhead at the time The Amputee was made.

THE LYNCH MOB: Both Catherine Coulson (Twin Peaks’s Log Lady) and Frederick Elmes were working, at the time, on Lynch’s Eraserhead.

SOUND AND MUSIC: The videotape stock the AFI was testing did not allow Lynch to record synchronised sound; therefore, he was given his first experience of the Foley process, in which dialogue and sound effects recorded after production are added to the picture. ‘We shot it and ran it back and Foleyed the whole thing live to picture,’ Lynch explained. ‘It was pretty exciting to do sound effects on the fly.’

THEMES AND MOTIFS: The Amputee marked the first appearance in a Lynch film of a physically disabled individual, an element that would recur in many future productions – including The Elephant Man (Merrick’s disfigurement), Eraserhead (the deformed baby), Blue Velvet (the blind store clerk), The Cowboy and the Frenchman (Slim is deaf), Twin Peaks (Nadine Hurley has one eye; Philip Gerard is an amputee; Gordon Cole is mostly deaf), Wild at Heart (Juana wears leg braces; the hotel clerk has a bandaged foot; the disabled witness at the road accident), The Straight Story (Alvin’s hip) and Mulholland Drive (the vagrant’s deformed face) – though, perhaps significantly, no more, per capita, than such physical abnormalities occur in life.

AVAILABILITY: ‘I’m gonna put them out on the Internet,’ Lynch says of The Amputee and his other short films, which are intended as one of the centrepieces of his official website, davidlynch.com. ‘For a short time, my short films were released non-theatrically, but they were never suppoed to be released on video. But now you can get ’em in a video store, completely illegally, and this kills me,’ he says, referring to The Amputee and several others of his widely bootlegged short films. ‘I’ve not made one penny on my short films, but somebody’s making money.’ Lynch has no time for the argument that the films are often traded freely or at cost between fans, giving greater access to his early work and feeding the interest in his later commercial work. ‘I’m not happy with the bootleggers,’ he states firmly. ‘They’re the scum of the earth. Let them try to make something themselves, and then they can put it out.’

FINAL ANALYSIS: When The Amputee finally sees the light of day, audience will at last have the chance to see one of Lynch’s most minimalist creations, proving that the director who, a decade later, would mobilise a medium-sized army in order to make Dune could also tell a concise, efficient and above all effective story within a single camera set-up. The fact that the film was photographed by Frederick Elmes and co-starred Catherine Coulson and a young Lynch himself makes its current scarcity doubly frustrating.

LYNCH ON THE AMPUTEE: ‘Catherine is in a chair and she’s a double amputee. And she is going over a letter that she has written. She’s reading it aloud to herself, in her head. And a doctor comes in – that’s me – just to clean the ends of the stumps, and that’s it. It’s very minimal!’


Eraserhead (1977)

16mm feature / 100 mins (original version), 89 mins (release version) / black and white / live action & animation

Written, produced and directed by David Lynch

Camera and Lighting by Frederick Elmes, Herbert Carwell

Location Sound and Re-recording by Alan R. Splet

Assistant to the Director Catherine Coulson

Production Manager Doreen G. Small

Picture Editing by David Lynch

Sound Editing by Alan R. Splet

Sound Effects by David Lynch, Alan R. Splet

Lady in the Radiator Song Composed and Sung by Peter Ivers

Pipe Organ by ‘Fats’ Waller

Crew Jeanne Field, Michael Grody, Stephen Grody, Toby Keeler, Roger Lundy, John

Lynch, Dennis Nance, Anatol Pacanowsky, Carol Schreder

Production Design and Special Effects by David Lynch

Special Effects Photography by Frederick Elmes

Assistant Camera Catherine Coulson

Special Thanks to Ron Barth, Mars F. Baumgardt, Ron Culbertson, Frank Daniel,

Richard Einfeld, Jack Fisk, Mary Fisk, Ken Fix, Andre Guttfreund, Marvin Goodwin

MD, Randy Hart, Roman Harte, George T. Hutchison, David Khasky, Jim King, Margit

Fellegi Laszlo, Paul Leimbach, David Lunney, Mr & Mrs D. W. Lynch, Peggy Lynch,

Sarah Pillsbury, Sidney P. Solow, Sissy Spacek, George Stevens Jr, Antonio Vellani

Produced with the co-operation of The American Film Institute Center For Advanced

Film Studies

CAST: John Nance (Henry Spencer), Charlotte Stewart (Mary X), Allen Joseph (Mr X), Jeanne Bates (Mrs X), Judith Anna Roberts (Beautiful Girl Across the Hall), Laurel Near (Lady in the Radiator), V. Phipps-Wilson (Landlady), Jack Fisk (Man in the Planet), Jean Lange (Grandmother), Thomas Coulson (The Boy), John Monez (Bum), Darwin Joston (Paul), Neil Moran (The Boss), Hal Landon Jr (Pencil-Machine Operator), Jennifer Lynch (Little Girl), Brad Keeler (Little Boy), Peggy Lynch, Doddie Keeler (People Digging in the Alley), Gill Dennis (Man with Cigar), Toby Keeler (Man Fighting), Raymond Walsh (Mr Roundheels)

ALTERNATIVE TITLE: In France, Eraserhead was finally released (following the success of The Elephant Man) in 1981, under the name Labyrinth Man.

TITLE SEQUENCE: An ominous rushing sound builds as a caption fades up on black: ‘DAVID LYNCH presents’. The image switches to that of a mottled sphere (the planet), seemingly resting on the head of what appears to be a man (Henry Spencer), lying on his side in the foreground. A large rendering of the title appears above this image, stretching the full width of the screen. The planet remains motionless as the man’s head, still viewed sideways on, slowly lifts into frame, revealing a furrowed brow and a sad look in his single exposed eye. The title fades from view as the planet and the man’s head merge in double exposure, before the head returns to its original position and rises again, this time above the planet, a dreamy look on the man’s face. His head continues to moves around the planet, which seems to grow larger in our view, pulsating in a grotesque and unnatural manner, as the man’s head moves out of frame. The camera continues to move in on the planet, down through its rugged, organic surface, until a crusty-faced man (The Man in the Planet) is revealed, sitting by a window with its glass broken. Henry slowly opens his mouth as the image of a spindly, misshapen foetus appears in double exposure, gyrating as The Man in the Planet stirs and begins pulling his levers. As he does so, the foetus pictured in Henry’s thoughts leaves Henry’s mind and drops into a puddle of liquid. Henry’s baby is about to be born.

SUMMARY: Henry Spencer, a young man with unusually tall hair and a dark suit with a pocket protector full of writing implements, arrives home at his apartment. A beautiful woman across the hall gives him a phone message from a girl named Mary, who is expecting Henry at her parents’ house for dinner. Henry, who seems to have thought the relationship was over, braves the frightening sounds of the city and heads for Mary’s place where, after surreal exchanges with her parents, and an even more bizarre dinner, he is shocked to be told that he and Mary have a baby. Later, at Henry’s apartment, Mary feeds the deformed and bandaged infant, which mews and spits until she can stand no more. She leaves Henry and the baby to it. Alone with the pathetic creature that is growing sicker with each passing day, Henry finds no escape from the responsibility of looking after it; every time he tries to leave the apartment, it cries forlornly, forcing him to remain by its side. His only comfort comes from the presence he imagines in the room’s radiator – a dancing girl who smiles and sings for him while wormlike organisms fall around her – and the beautiful neighbour, with whom he has a brief but cathartic tryst. Following his adultery, Henry’s guilt preys on his mind, until he imagines himself meeting the Lady in the Radiator, placed in the dock for his thoughtless ‘crime’, decapitated, his head sold to a pencil factory, where it will be made into penciltop erasers. Emerging from his nightmare, Henry realises what he must do: he cuts the baby’s bandages, exposes its innards, and kills it out of mercy. Electricity is in the air as Henry’s world disintegrates, but the warmth of the Lady in the Radiator’s smile seems to offer Henry hope, salvation, redemption. After all, she tells him, ‘In heaven, everything is fine.’

PRODUCTION HISTORY: Having won his place at the American Film Institute’s (AFI) recently opened Center of Advanced Film Studies in Beverly Hills, California – thanks in part to his short film script Gardenback [see ‘In Dreams,’ here] – Lynch now found himself with a new project that interested him more, tentatively entitled Eraserhead. ‘My original image was of a man’s head bouncing on the ground, being picked up by a boy and taken to a pencil factory,’ he told Time. ‘I don’t know where it came from.’

Having tried unsuccessfully to adapt Gardenback into feature form, Lynch ultimately abandoned the idea and, with the tacit approval of the AFI, borrowed the main characters and the germ of the story for his new project. ‘I was excited about Eraserhead because it was something to do with Gardenback but it was so much more,’ Lynch explained. ‘I don’t like films that are a one-thing film, and since the theme of Gardenback was adultery, all the scenes had to be tailored so that theme could be explored. Life isn’t that way to me.’

Lynch considered his twenty-one-page ‘script’, which was like a free-form poem, to be a suitable basis for a feature-length film. Given that the general rule of thumb is that each page of a script translates to roughly one minute of film, the AFI could be forgiven for taking the view that Eraserhead would be around twenty minutes in duration; however, they had failed to reckon on Lynch’s propensity for pause and effect, and to realise that minutes might pass between dialogue lines separated on the page by a single paragraph. After some negotiating, Lynch was given ten thousand dollars for a forty-two-minute film, shot in black and white, on 35mm film. (It was a measure of Lynch’s commitment to Eraserhead that he was willing to proceed for a fifth of the money he had been offered, by an independent producer, to turn Gardenback into a feature.) The production was scheduled to last six weeks.

Preparation began in early 1972, with Lynch looking to stretch his allocated budget as far as possible, by recruiting friends and family to help out with everything from set construction (Lynch’s brother, John) to hair styling (Jack Nance’s wife, Catherine Coulson). Necessity was the mother of invention, but fate also played a part. First, Lynch found that in the grounds of the Center were several vacant outbuildings, including what would once have been stables, garages, greenhouses, servants’ quarters and a huge hayloft. Second, Lynch managed to purchase, for a hundred dollars, a ‘job lot’ of ‘flats’ – two-dimensional backdrops – from a motion-picture studio that was going out of business. Now Lynch had his studio, and the materials to build his sets. As filming progressed, the ‘flats’ would be repeatedly removed, repainted (often by Lynch himself) and reused, turning the hayloft from one location to another.

Slowly but surely, Lynch gathered his crew, many of whom would take as many as five or six unofficial roles in the production. Lynch’s long-time friend Jack Fisk introduced him to Doreen G. Small, with whom Fisk had worked on a ‘blaxploitation’ film, Cool Breeze (1972), and who would act as production manager during Eraserhead’s first year of production. Lynch was introduced to cinematographer Herbert Cardwell through Calvin Productions, the industrial film company which had assisted with sound for The Alphabet and The Grandmother, and for whom Alan R. Splet had worked before being invited to join the permanent staff of the Center. The final member of the crew, Catherine Coulson, became involved simply by being around the set as much as her husband, lead actor Jack Nance.

‘We worked very meticulously,’ Nance understated. ‘Every reaction, every look, everything that was happening inside Henry’s head . . . we had to get into that in great detail. I don’t think it was ever analysed,’ he told Cinefantastique, ‘[but] we had these long, strange conversations – “skull sessions” – and things would reveal themselves to us as we were going along.’ Lynch had similar memories of rehearsals. ‘Jack [Nance] and I would rehearse every move. Jack was like the most expert actor I have ever worked with,’ he added. ‘He would go into minute detail on an arm move.’

During this protracted pre-production period, two key elements of the film’s enduring iconography were determined. The first was Henry’s signature hairstyle, which Lynch wanted short at the back and sides, and teased up on top. The second was Henry and Mary’s malformed progeny, a relatively unsophisticated but highly convincing animatronic that Nance promptly nicknamed ‘Spike’. Although other members of the crew have credited Lynch with both creations, the director has steadfastly resisted talking about the design of the baby in particular, seeking, successfully, to retain the mystery of its design and functionality, since Lynch believes that to explain special effects is to reduce their magic, mystery and power to a mere technical accomplishment. The reality, of course, was that the design and function of the creature was probably much simpler than audiences imagined. ‘It rose for a while and then it went down for a while,’ he has said of the mewing, eye-rolling mutant whose malformed body is wrapped in bandages like the swaddling clothes of yore. In fact, ‘Jack [Nance] always used to say it might as well just be a sock with a couple of buttons,’ he added. ‘That’s what I loved about the whole Eraserhead thing,’ he told Cinefantastique: ‘faking it, but still taking the time to get it right and get the mood.’

Shooting began on 29 May 1972, on which day several senior AFI personnel – Frank Daniel, Antonio Vellani and others – dropped by to check on things, and left satisfied that all was under control. The day shoots did not last, however. Since the grounds around the makeshift studio were used during the day by the Beverly Hills parks department, even the ingenious soundproofing devised by Lynch and Splet failed to buffer the noise of parks department vehicles. Instead, Lynch decided to switch to night shoots, allowing him greater control over the variables and the crew to continue their day jobs. A year later, they were still shooting.

The extended production period took its toll on the crew. Conflicting professional duties and financial demands led Herb Cardwell to leave the production after nine months, to be replaced by Lynch’s fellow AFI student Frederick Elmes. Elmes recalls being shown a couple of reels so that he could decide what he thought. ‘They started with the real tame stuff . . . and then they got to the baby, which they saved for the end. And – God! – I didn’t know what to make of it. It was bizarre, but captivating at the same time. I just didn’t know what I was getting involved in. But I really was hooked right from the beginning.’

Such personnel changes – Doreen Small also left after a year – added to Eraserhead’s already extended production schedule, which ran into months, and then years. ‘After a film’s going for a couple of years, you sort of find your rhythm,’ Lynch said, as though all film-makers should enjoy such scheduling luxury. ‘We normally did about one shot a night. A “master shot” would definitely be lighting all night.’ ‘It just turned into this monster we couldn’t finish,’ Nance told the Los Angeles Times in 1990. ‘It was a killer, but Lynch wouldn’t give it up. We couldn’t give it up. We had almost all of the script, but we couldn’t put any of it together. So we kept shooting.’ There were times, Lynch admits, when he thought the film would never be completed. ‘At one time,’ he told Jonathan Ross, ‘I was thinking about building a small, eight-inch-tall Henry and stop-motioning him through some small cardboard sets, just to fill in the blanks, just to get it finished.’

Ideas would sometimes present themselves just as production seemed finally to be drawing to a close, most notably when Lynch was looking for a way to lighten the film’s mood, and perhaps provide a more optimistic dénouement than his original ending, in which Henry’s killing of the baby leads to the destruction of his world. Lynch recalls how one day he was sitting in the makeshift canteen where Catherine Coulson would prepare three meals per night for the cast and crew, ‘and I just drew this little lady, and little foetuses were falling out of her. And I thought she would live in the radiator, where it’s nice and warm, and this would be a real comfort for Henry.’ Lynch immediately ran to the radiator on the set of Henry’s room, and noticed a little square in it, which he felt would be perfect to house what would become known as ‘the Lady in the Radiator’.

There were also more practical reasons why a film originally supposed to shoot for six weeks wound up taking several years from script to screen. ‘To put it simply, we were broke,’ Nance told Wrapped in Plastic, the Twin Peaks fanzine. ‘We would shoot and we’d go broke. We would have to steal raw stock. We had to build a set and shoot, then tear down the set and build another set on top of it. There was sometimes no more than three or four of us working on the picture.’ Although Nance somehow managed to keep his hair in the same style for four years, the extended production period led to some bizarre continuity challenges, such as the eighteen-month interval between one shot and another. ‘I was sitting at the edge of the bed,’ Nance told the Los Angeles Times, ‘and I got up and went through the door in one scene, and it was a year and a half before I walked out the other side.’

CASTING: The principal discovery of Eraserhead was actor Jack Nance, who had appeared in a single film (1969’s Bushman) by the time he was introduced to Lynch in 1970 via a mutual friend, who thought that Nance might be the perfect actor for Lynch’s partly scripted short-film project, Eraserhead. ‘He gave me several pages of this script,’ Nance told Wrapped in Plastic in 1995, a year before his death. ‘It was kind of confusing . . . a little unorthodox. I mean, there were these strange characters, and I didn’t quite get it. He was talking about this weird world that these characters lived in.’ Lynch left the script with Nance overnight, and screened The Grandmother for him the next day. ‘Suddenly I saw what Eraserhead was all about,’ Nance continued, ‘what Lynch’s “eye” was like. It was, like, all of a sudden there was nothing more in the world I wanted to do than Eraserhead.’

Lynch was introduced to Charlotte Stewart (later Little House on the Prairie’s schoolteacher) through her room-mate, production manager Doreen G. Small. The director found his other cast members among friends and family: Jack Fisk as The Man in the Planet; Lynch’s wife Peggy and two of their progeny; three members of the Keeler family; Jack Nance’s wife, Catherine Coulson; her cousin Thomas Coulson; and so on. Three other members of the cast – Judith Roberts (The Beautiful Woman Across the Hall), Allen Joseph (Bill X) and Jeanne Bates (Mrs X) had all belonged to a local theatre workshop, Theatre West.

THE LYNCH MOB: Eraserhead’s leading actor would, as Jack Nance, become one of Lynch’s living trademarks, appearing in Dune, Blue Velvet, The Cowboy and the Frenchman, Twin Peaks (with Charlotte Stewart), Wild at Heart, Fire Walk With Me and Lost Highway. His friendship with Lynch continued until his death on 30 December 1996. ‘Two months before his death,’ Lynch recalled, ‘we organised a little Eraserhead reunion. He looked to me to be in good shape. We joked, laughed – it was the last time that I saw him.’

Behind the scenes, the relationships were equally important. Jack Fisk (The Man in the Planet) had originally sculpted Lynch’s head for his first venture into film, Six Figures Getting Sick, and would go on to direct an episode of On the Air, and serve as production designer for The Straight Story and Mulholland Drive; Alan R. Splet had worked on the extraordinary sound effects for The Grandmother, and would collaborate with Lynch on The Elephant Man, Dune and Blue Velvet; cinematographer Frederick Elmes would photograph Blue Velvet, The Cowboy and the Frenchman and Wild at Heart; Catherine Coulson would play the popular Log Lady, Margaret Lanterman, in Twin Peaks; even Sissy
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