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A Dream Come True




Dedicated to David Lynch, Angelo Badalamenti, John Neff, and Ann Kroeber, who passed away during my work on this book.
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Introduction

“[David] has that artist mind,” says John Wentworth. “His roots are in painting and abstraction and association. He can make associations that you can put on a piece of paper and that make sense. But it’s intuitive. You simply have to trust it.”1 Having made his point, he leans back in his chair. Wentworth worked with David Lynch on several projects, starting with Blue Velvet as the filmmaker’s assistant. He was sound effects recordist for Wild at Heart, associate producer and post-production supervisor on Twin Peaks, and co-producer on Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me and on Mulholland Drive.

Our interview has led us, inadvertently, to Lynch’s werdegang, his progression and development as an artist, his mindset and philosophy. Ever since Eraserhead premiered, scholars and fans have tried to make sense of his work, to decode it. Reading academic papers and internet forums, my impression has always been that disparate factions have established themselves—individuals or groups that claim to be the holders of the only valid interpretation of Lynch’s works. For their analysis it is, of course, irrelevant that Lynch operated from the subconscious and was often not able to explain the meaning behind his images. It is essential to point out this fact when ascribing a “definitive” meaning to his films, shows, songs, and paintings. The subconscious is an essential part of David Lynch the artist. He was fishing in the dark, experimenting until the final cut was locked. In the process, everything could change, long after shooting had wrapped. New possibilities opened up that Lynch reacted to intuitively. Nothing is definitive, nothing is set in stone.

Wentworth nods.

“It’s very sad to engage with people who want to approach this kind of work with that kind of mindset. You are right, it’s about intuition and association. That’s a whole other conversation and it’s very particular to David’s era and the connection between art, the twentieth-century modernism, film, media,” Wentworth explains. After a brief pause, he continues: “He is right in this bridge that is just so interesting. It’s about using the tools of abstraction combined with a whole series of technical innovations that make it possible for him to maximize his talents with the tools he is using. It’s just phenomenal to watch it.”2

There are various ways to investigate Lynch’s creative approach. One is by examining music and its use in his films. This subject was the starting point of the conversation between John Wentworth and myself. Although David Lynch and Angelo Badalamenti’s collaboration lasted close to forty years and brought us popular themes such as “Falling” from Twin Peaks, no book had been written about their work and their approach to it. It’s especially curious since Lynch became an active, performing musician himself, and is one of the most-discussed American filmmakers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. I felt eager to explore the works of Angelo Badalamenti and David Lynch, who in interviews often called themselves brothers.

David Lynch was always wary of talking about his work. Although the Covid-19 pandemic was raging while I was writing this book, and Lynch stayed indoors for several months, he was not available for an interview. Instead, I included excerpts from an interview I conducted with him in 2011 (previously published only in German), and drew on secondary sources. Similarly, I used a previous interview of mine with Angelo Badalamenti in certain parts of this book.

Thanks to several friends and colleagues of both Lynch’s and Badalamenti’s, I have been able to examine how the duo has approached their music together, and how Lynch continually grew as both musician and sound designer. Thus, A Dream Come True is a portrayal of Lynch the filmmaker through an analysis of his use of sound, of music in particular. The book will show how the scores by Angelo Badalamenti came to be, how they were recorded, inserted into the individual films, and mixed. Via analyses and exclusive interviews, I will examine not only how music and sound design set the required mood and enhance emotion, but also how they serve as aspects of storytelling that often give valuable clues to the unlocking of a drama’s possible mysteries.

On the way, quintessential questions need to be answered: How does Lynch treat Badalamenti’s recordings in the post-production process? How does he capture and manipulate sounds? How does he insert both instrumental compositions and sound design elements to convey a particular atmosphere? To what extent does he pick pre-existing compositions and songs for his films, and to what end? What do these decisions say about both Lynch and Badalamenti as people and artists?

Together, we shall find out.

 



1 Author interview with John Wentworth, January 30, 2021.
2 Ibid.



PART ONE

David. Angelo





1 

Sound and Picture Moving Together in Time

Every scholar and aficionado of Lynch’s work can say with certainty that the inspiration for much of his work lies in his childhood and adolescence. The artist admits as much. Blue Velvet especially takes inspiration from the tranquility of the small-town suburbias Lynch grew up in. Of such there were several: born on January 20, 1946, in Missoula, Montana, as the oldest of three children (David, John, Martha), Lynch found it difficult to develop strong roots—his father was a research scientist for the US Department of Agriculture and the family moved a lot. Only two months after Lynch’s birth, the family found themselves in Sandpoint, Idaho, albeit briefly. In 1949, they moved to Spokane, Washington; in 1954 to Durham, North Carolina; in 1955 to Boise, Idaho. There they remained for five years. Both Spokane and Boise inspired the young David enormously, even if he was not aware of it at the time. The look of Lumberton in Blue Velvet, for example, is inspired by Spokane, by the neighborhood in which the Lynchs lived.1 In Boise, the would-be-filmmaker had an experience that would haunt him for years and lead to one of the quintessential, most controversial and therefore most discussed moments in Blue Velvet, when young David and his brother witnessed a naked woman appearing out of the shadows: “Something was bad wrong with her, and I don’t know what happened, but I think she sat down at the curb, crying. It was very mysterious, like we were seeing something otherworldly.”2

Still, David loved his time in Spokane and Boise. Leaving the tranquility of Middle America outright terrified him. Visiting his grandparents in Brooklyn instilled pure terror in the young boy. Going down into the subway, young David felt like entering the ninth circle of hell. The “fear of the unknown”3 held him tightly in its grip.

Although he had a happy childhood and adored his parents, he became increasingly anxious and rebellious. In Alexandria, Virginia, where he spent some of his teenage years, he suffered considerably. He developed spasms of the intestines, started smoking, drinking, and sneaking out of the house at night: “My mother’s main saying to me a lot was, ‘I’m very disappointed in you.’ I was real busy not doing what she wanted, especially when I was in the ninth grade. I got in with a bad bunch and got into a lot of trouble, but I was really living in hell. I had lived two different lives.”4

The topic of duality is, of course, frequently explored in his films.

Lynch found refuge from his fears in art. In school in Alexandria, he met Toby Keeler whose father was Bushnell Keeler, a professional painter. Bushnell became a second father to Lynch who, in order to paint, spent more and more time at the Keelers’ place.

Although Lynch describes his parents as caring and warm,5 they did not understand his creative endeavors and had little patience for what was most important to their son. It was a conflict for Lynch, who found himself torn.

It was Bushnell Keeler as David’s mentor and guardian angel who tried to repair the damage. Keeler took it upon himself to call Lynch’s father. The painter informed him that David was a most disciplined student when it came to painting, that he was not goofing around but had found something that he burned for with passion. This phone call created a big impression on Lynch’s father who, as a result, gave his son his consent to paint for as long as he wished. David knew this was something he wanted to do in his life and that he would never stop.

Enthralled with painting, in 1964 Lynch had decided to enroll at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and, for the young man from Alexandria, the most restless and unfocused time of his life began. The big black dog started following him.

His father helped with the move into a Boston apartment: “Then I went back in my apartment and I never left. It was two weeks before school. I had a transistor radio. So sometimes I listened to music, but I ended up sitting in a chair. The only time I got out of the chair was to pee or eat.”6

Lynch gathered the little strength he had in him to go to school. The painter found it an uninspiring place and not nearly as creatively nourishing as he had hoped. After a few months in Boston, he left.

With his friend Toby Keeler, Lynch decided to travel to Europe. He had learned nothing in Boston and felt now was as good a time as any to pay a visit to the painter Oskar Kokoschka, who lived in Switzerland but occasionally taught in Austria. Keeler and Lynch had planned to stay in Europe for three years. However, they were quickly turned off by Salzburg and returned to the United States after only two weeks.

In 1966, he made the fateful decision to move to Philadelphia. The city inspired him endlessly. One of his neighbors was racist and reeked of urine. Another neighbor would walk on her hands and pretend to be a chicken, as Lynch remembered: “She came up to me one day on the street and she said, ‘Oh, my nipples hurt,’ and she was squeezing her breasts and standing in front of me squeezing and shaking.” This wasn’t all: “There is a very nice lady with her little boy, a little baby on her lap, out on the stoop. I’m walking by and I said, ‘How are you doing?’ ‘How are you doing, how are you doing?’ She turned to her little baby and said, ‘You grow up like that and I’m gonna fucking kill ya!’”7

The woman imitating a chicken evokes Freddie Jones in his small but memorable cameo in Wild at Heart. Similarly, there are many instances in Lynch’s films in which a person makes an out-of-the-blue, inappropriate, and therefore absurd statement not unlike the ones he had heard in his neighborhood.

Lynch recognized Philadelphia as his biggest inspiration, although he despised living there and was filled with fear day in and day out. Art remained his refuge. Lynch, by then living with his girlfriend, Peggy Reavey, found great joy in assembling installations. These could consist of mounds of dirt placed inside the house, or of meat slabs on which he poured honey, eager to observe how the food changed its structure after insects had discovered and crawled all over it. His parents grew even more concerned when his father visited him. After seeing what his son created in his basement, Donald Lynch unsuccessfully tried to hide his worry and confusion, the pained expression on his face.8

At their parting, he advised his son never to have children. Unbeknownst to both of them, Peggy was already pregnant at the time, and Lynch’s first child, Jennifer, was born in April 1968.

Lynch’s first short film had been created one year previously. It was entitled Six Men Getting Sick. For Lynch, developing a film was only the next natural step as a painter, for he saw film as a moving painting. He would later explain, “Cinema to me is sound and picture moving together in time, and for me it was born out of painting.”9

In Six Men Getting Sick, developed at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, six men get sick—six times. Lynch shows their heads and stomachs, the bile in bright red rising up until their stomachs contract and the men vomit. The scenario is underscored by a siren which Lynch used as a sound effect. Lynch—who at the time didn’t like to talk and communicated more in grunts and gestures than in proper words, as his girlfriend at the time shared10—did not use language in this first short. Evidently, one is unable to talk while vomiting. The sound of the siren as an alarm signal was an obvious choice, not particularly subtle but certainly effective.

Language is essential to Lynch’s next short film, The Alphabet. Inspired by Reavey’s niece, who recited the alphabet in her tormented sleep, the 4-minute short presents itself as a mix of live action and animation. Lynch prepared several paintings and drawings which he then animated. He filmed his girlfriend writhing around in her bed, recorded his infant daughter Jennifer crying, and let a friend recite a nonsensical song. Thus, a new work about the fear of learning came to be, as Lynch himself explained later.11

For this new work, Lynch had rented an Uher tape recorder from the Calvin de Frenes-laboratory. After having recorded various sounds, the director noticed that the recorder was broken. The sounds were distorted. Lynch loved it. The mixing and syncing process at Calvin de Frenes was pure magic.12

Lynch achieved a distorted wind sound in The Alphabet, as well as a sustained, high-pitched buzz, which was a combination of a siren and his daughter’s wailing.

His next film, The Grandmother, was more ambitious. Having written the script for the 35-minute short, the young father applied for a grant from the American Film Institute. He was successful, and the AFI wired him the proposed budget of $7,200.

The Grandmother is a film heavy with contrasts. Dealing with alienation and isolation, it follows a young boy who grows a grandmother in order to be comforted by her, to escape the violence and neglect in his own household. The contrasts are manifold: while the rooms in the film are painted pitch-black, the bodies of the protagonists are white as snow. The sound design often has nothing to do with what is seen on screen. Lynch uses, for example, a distorted choir when the mother scolds the boy. At other times, there are subtle references to cicadas when the action takes place indoors. In places the sound design explains what we do not see. For example, the boy peeing in his bed is represented acoustically by the rushing of water.

It was his most mature work to that date. However, his keen ear for sound might never have developed as it did without the assistance and guidance of Alan Splet. Lynch had planned to create the sound for The Grandmother at Calvin de Frenes with his friend Bob Column, but Column was busy and suggested Lynch work with his new employee: Alan Splet. They spent sixty-three days, nine hours a day, creating new sounds.13

For the grandmother’s whistle in Lynch’s short, Splet decided to buy an air-conditioning duct three dozen feet long. After Splet had placed his recorder in one end, Lynch whistled into the other. This wasn’t enough to receive the desired effect, though. The reverb wasn’t sufficiently sustained. Consequently, Splet then played the recording through a speaker, with the sound traveling through the duct. That procedure was repeated several times over the course of several days until Lynch was satisfied. For him, it was important to use raw, organic sounds.

Unsurprisingly, George Stevens Jr., as head of the American Film Institute (AFI), was perplexed by what Lynch delivered. Nevertheless, he suggested to Lynch and Spiet that they apply to the AFI for a scholarship, so they could both work and study in Los Angeles. Both applications were successful.

Following his being awarded the scholarship, Lynch moved with his family to Los Angeles.

The first project David Lynch developed in Los Angeles was Eraserhead, like Lynch’s previous (short) films, a study of alienation and loneliness. It also deals with the responsibility that comes with being a father, with the burden of having to care for someone with whom one does not feel a strong emotional bond.

Since Lynch’s money kept running out on a regular basis, his feature-film debut took five years to complete. Although the director felt comfortable in Los Angeles, he was still in emotional pain, and lived through years of turmoil. At the suggestion




















I did a drawing of this little woman. I was looking at this little woman and she was a woman that made me feel good. There was a warmth to her. I suddenly got the idea that she lived inside the radiator. […] I went running into Henry’s room and looked at the radiator. There was a place in the radiator. […] Probably less than 1 percent of the radiators have a place where someone could live like that.16




















[image: ]
FIGURE 1 Elephant Man Theme (from The Elephant Man, 1980).









[image: ]
FIGURE 2 Adagio for Strings (1938).
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