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Foreword and Acknowledgments

The first section of this book presents the work of David Lynch in a straightforward chronological order so as to combine an account of the circumstances in which the films were made, an analysis of their themes, and a highlighting of constant technical and stylistic aspects together with their development, all viewed within the context of the history of cinema. In the Lynch-Kit (see pp. 151–87), a composite portrait of the director is given in the form of alphabetically organised entries in an order which is both logical and alphabetical, that is to say, Utopian. (Note: For this English edition, the Lynch-Kit's ingredients have been rearranged in accordance with the English alphabet even though such an arrangement infringes the sequential logic of the kit's organisation in the original.)

In mixing two levels which one tends to find treated separately in other works, I wished not only to account more completely for a creative artist who himself believes in the plurality of levels of meaning and reality; my aim was also to show that a book on the cinema can, and in certain cases must, perform at least two things at once: to inform and to provide matter for reflection, and to transmit and to take a position (thereby resisting the 'specialism' which, here as elsewhere, tends to be the rule).

Similarly, because I feel that the theory of the film-maker as auteur is wasting away because of its refusal to consider the multiplicity of collaborators (in particular, the actors) in a film, I have dealt with the latter somewhat more than is customary in a book of this kind. To justify this action, I refer the reader to my book Le Cinéma et ses métiers (The Cinema and its Professions) which attempts to rethink the theory of the director/auteur without relinquishing what that theory has taught us. Here, for instance, the politics of the auteur is brought into a dialectical relation with the politics of the work, especially in my discussions of The Elephant Man, Dune and Twin Peaks.

Having decided that this will be my last work on the cinema to appear directly in book form (my other projects involve collecting articles which have, for the most part, already been published), I have sought to make this study of David Lynch as multiform and complete, and also as concrete, as possible, so that the cinema, defined as ontological realism by the theories of André Bazin, would itself be viewed in a realistic but not reductive fashion. That our view is focused on a young filmmaker at the height of his career carries with it certain risks (particularly that of seeing future works which may refute some of our propositions), and this too is significant: the film-lover's passion must be turned towards living objects and the most recent cinema.

As David Lynch is a creative artist who impassions and surprises, there could be no better choice for the present undertaking. It is my hope that some of the pleasure and emotion which I felt in travelling for a few months through the realm of his work will be communicated by this book, encountering and enriching the pleasure and emotion of Lynch's many admirers.

In this work, my frequent recourse to the writings and theoretical formulations of Françoise Dolto has left an unmistakable imprint, which I in no way wish to deny. My warm thanks go to Anne-Marie Marsaguet for her help and, for our Lynch-ological discussions and the documents which they supplied, to Stephen Sarrazin, Nicolas Saada and Antonio Peña.

Thanks to Gustavo Costantini and Alberto Scandola, who supplemented my research for the additional chapter ('Bridge-Man') in this new English-language edition; and Slavoj Žižek, who has helped greatly in making this work known to Anglophone readers.

All stills reproduced here are courtesy of their respective production companies (see Filmography). The images were obtained from BFI Stills, Posters and Designs.

Michel Chion, 26 January 2006

Throughout this work, footnote numbers in the text refer to the bibliographical references in the 'Lynch-Doc'; an asterisk refers to an entry in the 'Lynch-Kit'.


CHRONO-LYNCH

(From Six Figures to Fire Walk with Me)

'When you begin to treat an unbearable child, you can be sure that the mother will be risking depression and suicide. An unbearable child is truly, chronically, the electroshock of the poor. All day long such children prevent their mothers from lapsing into depressive fantasies. By being aggressive, they give their mothers the chance to be aggressive in turn, and thus to stay afloat. ... We know that the newborn child is the mother's first psychotherapist.'

Françhise Dolto, Séminaire de psychanalyse d'enfants, I (Seminar on the psychoanalysis of children, I), Paris: Le Seuil, 1982.


I A Film That Stays With You

(Six Figures, The Alphabet, The Grandmother, Eraserhead)

1

In the beginning, there was not an author, just a film: Eraserhead. Grim and awful, definitive about the human situation, one of those films you cannot get over. And along with this film, claiming it, was a name you did not always pay attention to, even when you went to see it a number of times at the Waverly Theater in New York or at the Escurial in Paris.

In a word, the film was perfect; it still belonged completely to its public, and the shadow of the author had not yet fallen on the screen. Later came another film signed by the same person, then a few others (all too many for the purists who were already in attendance) and Eraserhead finally became just one more film in the opus of David Lynch.

It is true that, from a certain perspective, the author always represents to some extent the work's downfall. But because this director has kept faith, he continues to allow his films – or at least some of them – the chance to break free of him. The paradox is that the films can do this only if the director proves himself to be better each time.

There is nothing more common nowadays than an auteur. Auteur films (which create their auteur) are rarer stuff. Fortunately, Lynch has produced two or three. His particular and dramatic situation is that people expect him not to do 'a Lynch'. A film buff disappointed by Wild at Heart did not hide his anger in an interview in Starfix: Lynch is doing Lynch.21 He is going to give us more of the same every year! It is almost an honour to disappoint in this way – even if the work in question, in my view, is not a formula film, a dish which can be cooked up at any time.

In a moment of self-infatuation, Lynch spoke of Eraserhead as a 'perfect' film, one he could see again and again, like a Hopper painting. He should be forgiven: a film which took years to come to fruition cannot be spoken of reasonably. Afterwards, from this poetic and horrible creation, he too had to find a way back.

2

Who is David Lynch, and what kind of man has such visions? These questions began to be aired after his second feature, The Elephant Man, was widely acclaimed. Was he English, as his strict clothes and reserve seemed to imply? A young member of the New York avant-garde? An urban type, in any case, born in a hot, smoky city whose scenery he transfigured in his films? The questioners were not even warm.

'I'm from Montana, and that's really middle America! But it is true that many people in the United States think I am European.'5 Montana is a wooded state in the north-western United States, on the frontier with Canada and partly in the Rocky Mountains. Coniferous forests are among the state's major resources. David Lynch was born on 20 January 1946, under the sign of Capricorn, in Missoula, a small Montana town of 30,000 inhabitants situated in a valley and surrounded by mountains, lakes and an Indian reservation.
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He was the eldest of three children. His brother John, whose presence Lynch mentions in some of his childhood recollections, was born in Sandpoint, Idaho. His sister Margaret, who 'was afraid of green peas because they were hard on the outside and soft on the inside',3 was born in Spokane, Washington. Lynch's paternal line came from Montana, where his father grew up on a ranch in the wheatfields. His father's profession reflected his origins, for he was a research scientist for the Department of Agriculture. He frequently moved 'to experiment on tree diseases and insects. He had huge forests at his disposal to experiment on.'5 Lynch has described how he would accompany his father into the forest for his work: 'He loved his job,' he added in another interview, 'and he was already interested in his work when he was a boy. Like I always say: if you cut my father's leash, he would go into the woods and never come back.'37 It is well known that woods and forests have an important place in Lynch's work.

In his interviews, Lynch is always more guarded in speaking about his mother. She was a housewife, he has explained, originally from Brooklyn. She was also a language tutor (from the beginning, there is a privileged relationship in his films between women, writing and the alphabet). Her father, a tram driver, left school at an early age to work as a docker: 'He lived with a pile of dictionaries,' Lynch recalled, admitting he was impressed by his grandfather.37 It is worth noting that Lynch the director expressed his rejection of school on a number of occasions, and devoted his first short film, The Alphabet, to 'a satire on education'.

In contrast, Lynch enjoys telling how his parents first met, that is to say, the circumstances that led ultimately to his conception: 'It was at an outdoors biology class, when they were both at Duke University.'5 Lynch was born under the sign of the outdoors and biology! His parents never argued, he has said, nor did they drink or smoke (which would have bothered him). He got along well with his brother and sister; all of his grandparents got along well too (he parodied this in the ending of Blue Velvet), and when they came to see the family in their handsome Buick they brought gifts. His first experience of the city, going to see his maternal grandmother in Brooklyn, proved memorable for the boy. The New York subway, the wind, the smell and the sound left a strong impression. It is strange how, in other interviews, Lynch associates Brooklyn with visiting his mother (unless the journalist erred in the transcription). Is one to conclude that his parents separated? In any case, these impressions based on a comparison between the easy environment of his childhood and the noisy metropolis furnished Lynch with the very paradigm of differentiation: 'The contrast when I went to see her led to my fascination with big industrial cities.'10 'I think what happened was that I went to a big city and it scared me. It was real frightening.'2 Lynch always uses contrast to structure his films: 'Contrast is what makes things work,' he said when explaining how he conceives his film projects. And he had this bizarre answer to the question of what his parents were like: 'People differ according to place.'37 Was he thinking about his father's world of nature and his mother's urban, machine world?

3

At some unspecified date, the family moved to Boise, Idaho, where Lynch lived until he was fourteen, then on to other agricultural and wooded states: Spokane, Washington; Durham, South Carolina; and Alexandria, Virginia, where he entered high school. Lynch identified the atmosphere at the beginning of Blue Velvet as that of Spokane: an idyllic, protective world which is a bit unreal, a world which he always delights in describing in the same way, with just a slight change now and then. For example: 'In the mind of a kid, everything seemed peacefully beautiful. Airplanes passed by slowly in the sky. Rubber toys floated on the water. Meals seemed to last five years and naptime seemed endless.'5 The sky, water (the idea of surfaces and floating), extreme contrasts (airplanes and toys), the dinner table and the bed: Lynch fits in almost everything with which his films are obsessed! Another version: 'It was a dream world, with a blue sky, planes droning overhead, fences, green grass, cherry trees. ... But, on the cherry tree, there's this pitch oozing out – some black, some yellow.'18 He speaks, too, of 'blue skies, red flowers, white picket fences and green grass, with birds chirping in the trees and a plane droning overhead.'2 Such 'dronings' are present in his films from his second short, The Grandmother, onwards, and they constitute 'an enveloping sound'.

The unreal precision of these evocations suggests that they may be reconstituted from a book. Lynch has referred to a primer used in those days to teach American schoolchildren to read, Good Times in Our Streets: 'It was about happiness, the environment, good neighbours. You learned to read by following the adventures of Dick, Jane and their dog Spot.'5 He has often made reference to his childhood with comic-strip type editing and highly contrasting shots: 'I saw life in extreme close-ups. In one, for instance, saliva mixed with blood. Or long shots of a peaceful environment.'5 'I had lots of friends but I loved being alone and looking at insects swarming in the garden.'21 There is always a contrast, here between the human mass (his friends) and the mass of insects on the ground. If we are to believe Lynch, he did not read much as a boy (except for Kafka), and he watched very little television. He drew, swam and played baseball, but most of all he daydreamed.

He has also mentioned an early resistance to school and words, and his difficulty in using words. In particular, he had always liked drawing, and so he began to take Sunday painting lessons: 'For me, back then, school was a crime against young people. It destroyed the seeds of liberty. The teachers didn't encourage knowledge or a positive attitude. The people who interested me didn't go to school.'37 In Lynch's logic, and in his highly personal way of using certain terms – for example, the word 'abstract' – there is something of the autodidact or, at least, of someone who has created a separate, coded language.

The cinema, too, belongs to Lynch's early memories, though in the form of a neighbourhood movie-house. The first film he saw, in a drive-in with his parents, was Wait Till the Sun Shines, Nellie (1952). This melodrama by Henry King recounts a barber's life in a small town, from the time of his marriage to his retirement, and is punctuated by a few family tragedies: 'There was a scene that struck me very much of a button going down a little girl's throat. I'm sure that it was very short and that you couldn't see much, but I still remember the impression I had of this button stuck in the girl's oesophagus.'5

In Boise, the neighbourhood movie-house at the end of his street was called the Vista Theater (the name reoccurs in Blue Velvet). Films of science fiction and the fantastic (The Thing, 1951, by Nyby and Hawks, Creature from the Black Lagoon, 1954, by Jack Arnold, and The Fly, 1958, by Kurt Neumann) were shown there, along with the Elvis Presley films which Lynch gently parodies in Wild at Heart. The Vista also presented Delmer Daves's A Summer Place (1959) with Sandra Dee and Troy Donohue, the story of some teenagers' romantic summer adventures on an island: 'It was fantastic to see this kind of soap opera with your girlfriend. It made us dream!'5 These teenage tastes would surface again in Twin Peaks. It was only after he had become acclaimed and more self-assured that Lynch would confess to these teenage memories. Previously, he had always treated interviewers to the more respectable show of a cinema buff listing the great (and mostly European) films which he had discovered in Philadelphia as a young graphic arts student.

4

Originally, David Lynch wanted to be a painter. This was a childhood desire which he could not see how to fulfil since he thought all painters belonged to the past. One gathers that his parents did not enlighten him about this, and so did not especially encourage and cultivate his artistic ambition, at least at the outset. Then, one day, a high-school friend named Toby Keeler introduced Lynch to his father, Bushnell Keeler, who became one of Lynch's favourite painters. It was then that he realised one could be an artist. As to the subjects he painted, they were 'Street scenes, in a bourgeois style' if we are to credit what he told Paul Grave for Cinéphage. Perhaps he was already under the influence of a painter for whom he felt a lasting admiration, Edward Hopper. Another key high-school friend was Jack Fisk, who would become a well-known set designer and sometime director. He made the lovely Raggedy Man (1981), directing his wife, Sissy Spacek, who would also help in the production of Eraserhead. Lynch has always referred to Fisk as his best friend in high school, along with another youth who died in a car accident (the dramatic nature of the road accidents in Wild at Heart may look back to this painful experience).

Lynch began to attend the Corcoran School of Art in Washington DC and, along with Fisk, rented a studio in Alexandria to paint. 'We were competing all the time,' Fisk has said, recalling how he became interested in abstraction since Lynch was drawing realistic scenes.

After graduating from high school, Lynch left his family home to go to the Boston Museum School, where he studied for a year. Disgruntled with the poor quality of the classes and their uninteresting fellow students, Lynch and Fisk laid out a gigantic itinerary for study and travel in Europe, which was to last for three years, including a planned visit to the Austrian painter Oscar Kokoschka (who died in 1980). Salzburg was the first stop, and the disoriented Lynch was anything but ecstatic. With a line that has become proverbial while feeding his image as 'an American', he later described his disappointment: 'I remember contemplating that I was 7,000 miles from the nearest McDonald's.' Fisk and Lynch then returned to Paris, where they had arrived in Europe, and drew lots to decide whether they would go to Portugal (Fisk's choice) or Athens (Lynch's choice, and he won). They arrived in Athens by the Orient Express but disliked the city and so, after days and nights on the train, they returned to Paris and flew back home to the United States.

When his family baulked at paying for his studies, Lynch went to work in a picture-framing shop, only to be fired for not being able to get up in the morning. He then performed various odd jobs, including doorman. Fisk spoke to Lynch about the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in Philadelphia, on the East Coast. The two friends went to look at it and enrolled in 1965. Lynch had found what he needed, the study environment he had dreamed of: 'Schools have waves and it just happened that I hit on a really rising, giant wave.'2 Here he was to discover the works of action-painters such as Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline and Jack Tworkov (later he would admire Francis Bacon, Edward Hopper and Le Douanier Rousseau). It was also at the Pennsylvania Academy that he met the woman who became his first wife, Peggy.

5

In the course of his studies, Lynch went through a series of pictorial 'periods', and traces from all of them would appear in his later creations. After street scenes, he went on to a series which he called 'industrial symphonies'. Later, in 1989, he gave the same title to a musical spectacle that he created with Angelo Badalamenti. This early series was composed of complex mosaics in geometric shapes. 'I also did a series of "mechanical women", women who turned into typewriters.'7 That is another Lynchian idea: remember how the victims of the mad killer in Twin Peaks are found with letters of the alphabet stuck under their nails, as if the author had a fantasy about secretaries. After all, don't they have letters at their fingertips?

In fact, Lynch the painter and sculptor, already fascinated by electric shocks and shock-inducing juxtapositions, began very early on to enjoy manipulating the subject of women to elicit a reaction: 'One year I made a kind of electric pool table, in which you dropped a ball-bearing which went down a ramp, setting off a whole series of contacts that first struck a match on a scraper to light a firecracker, then others opened the woman's mouth, lit up a red bulb and made her scream when the firecracker exploded.'12

Then silhouettes began to emerge from the dark. ... And, one day, something clicked, though he could not have known that this would be a definitive turning point. He decided to make 'film paintings': 'When I looked at these paintings, I missed the sound. I was expecting a sound, or maybe the wind, to come out. I also wanted the edges to disappear. I wanted to get into the inside. It was spatial .. .'21

At some specific point, the possibility of penetrating into the painting became real as he looked at a painting he had just finished: 'As I looked at what I'd done, I heard a noise. Like a gust of wind. And it came all at once. I imagined a world in which painting would be in perpetual motion. I was very excited and began to make animated films which looked like moving paintings, no more and no less.'25 One notes that it is a cross between painting and sound, and a typical Lynchian sound like a gust of wind, that provides the decisive impetus which set him in motion, as if the image could not come alive by itself.
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During his second year of study at Philadelphia, Lynch produced his first film, lasting one minute. It appears in his filmography under the title Six Figures. The film, which is the only film of Lynch's that I have not seen, was made to be projected on a special sculpture-screen, the surface of which contained reliefs in the shape of heads (modelled after Lynch's) and arms at precise points. The film, which also showed heads and arms, was projected on to the screen in such a way that some of the filmed heads appeared on the heads in relief and thus became deformed: 'In the course of the projection, the heads were transformed into stomachs and it looked like the stomachs caught on fire. Everything started to move, contract and vomit. And then it started up again. For the soundtrack, I used a siren.'12 Lynch shot this small loop of film himself, one frame at a time, with a non-reflex movie camera which he bought second-hand. This led him to make some instructive errors (for example, he shot from too far away and so the field was wider than his drawings). The work was shown at a school exhibition in the spring of 1966 and received a prize.

At this time, Lynch earned a living as a graphic artist (a job he would later assign to the hero in Eraserhead), working for a painter friend named Roger La Pelle, in the company of La Pelle's mother-in-law, Dorothy McGinnis, who was also a painter. With her robust, reassuring physique, McGinnis seems to have been important for Lynch. He gave her the title role in his second short film, The Grandmother.

6

David Lynch's first child, Jennifer, was born in April 1968. Since then he has had two more children by two other women: Austin from his marriage with Jack Fisk's sister, and Riley in 1992 with Mary Sweeney. Peggy and David Lynch lived fairly modestly in 1968. Lynch would later create a veritable myth about this Philadelphia period, to the point of describing Eraserhead as an expression of
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