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Introduction to the Revised Edition


The sensation of ‘uncanniness’ was an especially difficult feeling to define. Neither absolute terror nor mild anxiety, the uncanny seemed easier to describe in terms of what it was not, than in any essential sense of its own.


Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny


In recounting the early difficulties in finding a precise definition for ‘uncanniness’ – the sense of ‘unease’ first identified in the late eighteenth century – Vidler could be describing the problems sometimes encountered by critics and audiences when faced with the cinema of David Lynch. If it is not only hard to define the experience of watching a Lynch film, but also to pinpoint exactly what one has actually seen (most recently evident in the delirious responses to his last film Mulholland Drive), it is because the uncanny lies at the very core of Lynch’s work.


No other contemporary director works with all the available elements of cinema to the same degree as Lynch does. This is precisely because Lynch has to mobilize every aspect of the film-making process in order to express the elusive quality of the uncanny. His sensitivity to the textures of sound and image, to the rhythms of speech and movement, to space, colour and the intrinsic power of music, mark him as unique in this respect. He is a director working at the very epicentre of the medium. However, the originality and inventiveness of Lynch’s work comes, first and foremost, from an ability to access his own inner life. It is as a consequence of the truthfulness with which he brings that inner life to the screen that Lynch has revitalized the medium.


Although his background in painting and avant-garde film-making might explain the striking formal qualities of Lynch’s cinema, it fails to account for the sheer power of his vision. For Lynch, such power occurs only when all the elements of cinema are not only present and but also ‘correct’, producing what he often refers to as a ‘mood’; when everything seen and heard contributes to a certain ‘feeling’. The feelings that excite him most are those that approximate the sensations and emotional traces of dreams: the crucial element of the nightmare that is impossible to communicate simply by describing events. Conventional film narrative, with its demands for logic and legibility, is therefore of little use to Lynch, as is the limitation of working within any one genre at a time. In Lynch’s universe, worlds – both real and imagined – collide. The sense of unease in his movies is partly a product of this cross-generic approach, perceived by the audience as the absence of any rules or conventions that might provide comfort and – crucially – orientation.


The mood or feeling that Lynch’s films convey is strongly linked to a form of intellectual uncertainty – what he calls being ‘lost in darkness and confusion’. It is here that the uncanny clearly expresses itself in Lynch’s films. It doesn’t reside in everything that is strange, weird or grotesque, but is the opposite of those things, which – by virtue of their exaggeration – refuse to provoke fear. The uncanny’s attributes, in what Freud termed ‘the field of what is frightening’, are those of dread rather than actual terror, of the haunting rather than the apparition. It transforms the ‘homely’ into the ‘unhomely’, producing a disturbing unfamiliarity in the evidently familiar. In Freud’s words: ‘The uncanny is uncanny because it is secretly all too familiar, which is why it is “repressed”.’ This is the essence of Lynch’s cinema.


As Vidler has pointed out, the uncanny was rooted in the short stories of Edgar Allan Poe and E.T.A. Hoffmann. Its early aesthetic manifestation was in the depiction of apparently benign and homely interiors disrupted by the fearful invasion of an alien presence. This is the very stuff of Eraserhead, Blue Velvet, Twin Peaks, Lost Highway and Mulholland Drive. Its psychological expression was in the metaphor of the double, where the threat is perceived as a replica of the self, all the more terrifying because its otherness is apparently the same. In Lynch’s work, this finds its correlation in the director’s abstract spin on the Jekyll and Hyde syndrome: Jeffrey/Frank in Blue Velvet; Leyland Palmer/Killer Bob in Twin Peaks, Fred Madison/Pete Dayton in Lost Highway and – most ambitiously – Betty Elms/Diane Selwyn and Rita/Camilla Rhodes in Mulholland Drive.


The uncanny was also born out of the rise of the great cities. As people began to feel cut off from nature and the past, it became a modern anxiety associated with illness and psychological disturbances – particularly spatial fears (agoraphobia and claustrophobia). Lynch’s own early urban panic, and his affection for nature and the idyllic dream past, may have contributed to the spatial fear so evident in his own cinema – often expressed in the use of the CinemaScope frame. Characters such as Fred Madison in Lost Highway are surrounded by empty space – stranded in the uncertain geography of their own lives. Or, as with Henry in Eraserhead, any environment – inside or outside – has to be minutely and carefully negotiated. Insecurity, estrangement and lack of orientation and balance are sometimes so acute in Lynchland that the question becomes one of whether it is possible to ever feel ‘at home’. Both Fred Madison and Diane Selwyn are forced to adopt extreme measures to achieve the illusion of stability and happiness, creating more innocent parallel identities and worlds for themselves – dream scenarios in which events struggle to overcome the reality of mental collapse.


The uncanny was renewed as an aesthetic category by the Modernist avant-gardes, who used it as an instrument of ‘defamiliarization’. For the Surrealists, it came to reside in the state between dream and awakening, hence their interest in the cinema. If Lynch is, as film critic Pauline Kael once claimed, ‘the first populist Surrealist – a Frank Capra of Dream logic’, it is precisely because of his interest in this defamiliarization process, and in the waking/dreaming state. Mulholland Drive is entirely built upon Diane Selwyn’s confusion about what is really happening, what may have happened, what could have happened, and what may yet occur. ‘Hey pretty girl, time to wake up,’ says the mysterious Cowboy, but when – precisely – did she fall asleep? Not since Powell and Pressburger’s A Matter of Life and Death (1946), in which Peter Carter is diagnosed as ‘suffering from a series of highly organized hallucinations comparable to an experience of actual life’ has the dreamlike quality of cinema been so ingeniously celebrated. Now that the major American studios have abdicated from so many areas of movie-making, leaving the ‘independents’ to merely occupy the vacant lot, it seems that David Lynch virtually owns the sole American franchise on movie ‘dreamtime’.


Lynch has always been the dreamer who finds intellectual analysis of the dream at best woefully reductive or worse – destructive. Critics and audiences are often frustrated by his reluctance to engage in precise textual analysis of his films. New technologies, and the flow of information on which they depend, exacerbate this situation. Nowadays a director’s commentary on a movie’s DVD release is standard issue. For Lynch, this is the very definition of a nightmare situation. He prefers to show, rather than explain, to feel rather than prescribe. His approach to the creation of cinema is, as one might therefore expect, not only highly intuitive, but also open to the operations of luck, fate and accident. His film-making is almost an act of faith – a fragile balancing of mysterious forces. He characterizes himself as a ‘radio’ attempting to tune in to ideas and images, and his divining process has produced some startling results.


For Blue Velvet, this meditative approach excavated a classic Freudian tale, despite Lynch’s assertion that he knows nothing of psychoanalytic theory – a claim that those close to him will confirm. The fact that Dorothy Vallens could be suffering from Stockholm Syndrome, or that Fred Madison in Lost Highway might be experiencing a psychogenic fugue – both identified mental conditions – seems to have been news to Lynch. Not only is he apparently unaware of textbook explanations of the ‘troubles’ that interest him, he resets restrictions subsequently placed on them by definitions, theories and orthodoxies.


His extraordinary success in ‘plugging into’ various emotional states without any apparent need or desire for conventional research has, on occasion, dispensed with the valued refuge of American cinema: subtext. Blue Velvet, for instance, is a film that is not afraid to show its true colours. This, in part, accounts for the film’s ability both to shock and to impress. Lost Highway and Mulholland Drive are less obvious in their operations because Lynch now requires more experimental narrative forms and abstract ideas with which to express the increasingly interior worlds his characters are forced to inhabit in response to their own disappointments, fears and extreme actions.


It’s worth noting that, after the release of Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me, Lynch received many letters from young girls who had been abused by their fathers. They were puzzled as to how he could have known exactly what it was like. Despite the fact that the perpetration of both incest and filicide was represented in the ‘abstract’ form of Killer Bob, it was recognized as faithful to the subjective experience. Lynch not only draws from his own inner life, he has the uncanny ability to empathize with the experiences of others, whether they be male or female, young or old. He makes them his own. There is, therefore, little contradiction between Lynch’s professed happy, ‘normal’ childhood and the often tormented, extraordinary lives of his characters. Lynch’s resistance to those readings of his movies that beg autobiographical connections finds its basis here, as well as in the reductive banality of such an approach – which, in attempting to understand Eraserhead, for instance, finds it more convenient to see the workings of autobiography than of imagination and empathy.


Finally, we are left with the apparent contradiction of the ‘regular guy’ who makes ‘deviant’ cinema: the humorous, charming, ‘folksy’ director from Missoula, Montana, who keeps looking under the rock to expose darkness and decay. It was The Elephant Man’s executive producer Stuart Cornfeld (and not Mel Brooks, to whom it was attributed) who so adroitly represented this paradox with the phrase ‘Jimmy Stewart from Mars’. This works both as a humorous binary description and as deceptively simple shorthand for a more complex picture. Jimmy Stewart’s persona began, as David Thomson observes in A Biographical Dictionary of Film, with the homely image of the ‘wide-eyed drawling innocent, a country boy who had wandered into a crazy, sophisticated world’. However, by the fifties Stewart was increasingly cast against his accepted character and his roles began to show signs of ‘frenzy and gloom ... a troubled, querulous and lonely personality’. Is Lynch the Jimmy Stewart of Capra’s Mr Smith Goes to Washington (1939) or the Jimmy Stewart of Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958)? Lynch’s close friends will tell you that ‘his strength is in joy’; Lynch himself, with a smile, that he is ‘lost in darkness and confusion’.


This dichotomy was most evident with the release of The Straight Story – a heart-warming tale of rural America, sandwiched between the dark urban nightmare worlds of Lost Highway and Mulholland Drive. But if The Straight Story owes more to the painted worlds of Norman Rockwell, Andrew Wyeth and Grant Wood’s classic ‘American Gothic’ than it does to Lynch’s own fearful, murky canvases, the movie manages to be at once both completely personal and completely different from anything the director has ever done.


More recently Lynch has moved away from his beloved painting and into the world of the computer, concentrating on the digital manipulation of photographic images. That’s when he’s not designing furniture, making pottery, recording his own music and writing his first fully animated feature film Snoot World with Caroline Thompson – Tim Burton’s collaborator on both Edward Scissorhands and The Nightmare Before Christmas.


A glance at the bookshelves in Asymmetrical Productions, Lynch’s independent company in the Hollywood hills, is as good a place as any to get one’s bearings in Lynchland. The spines on view map out the terrain: The Murderer Next Door; The Complete Do-it-Yourself Manual; Original Sin; Radical Golf; Getting Started in Film; Geek Love; Jackson Pollock; The Dark Room; Greetings from Minnesota; America Ground Zero; Harm’s Way; Utopian Craftsmen and Homeboy. As Lynch might say, go figure.


Chris Rodley
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Shadow of a Twisted Hand Across My House


Childhood, memory and painting


David Lynch was born in Missoula, Montana, on 20 January 1946. In his own words, he was there ‘just to be born’ before the family moved – when he was only two months old – to Sandpoint, Idaho. His father, Donald, worked for the Government’s Department of Agriculture as a research scientist and was subject to frequent transfer, consigning the Lynch household to an itinerant lifestyle. After only two years in Sandpoint, where Lynch’s brother John was born, the family moved again to Spokane, Washington, where another child, Martha, became the newest addition to the family. From there it was on to Durham, North Carolina, then to Boise, Idaho, and finally to Alexandria, Virginia. Lynch was still only fourteen years old at that time.


It’s tempting to see this peripatetic lifestyle as having contributed much of what is both unique and disquieting in Lynch’s cinema. A highly developed sense of place, and the palpable influence exerted on people by their surroundings are, in his movies, often fused with the ‘outsider’ quality of his main characters. Both Henry in Eraserhead and Jeffrey in Blue Velvet are quintessential Lynchian alter egos: innocents (or children) struggling to comprehend their immediate environs and what is happening to them. And although the TV soap opera often takes its name from the place in which it is set, the town of Twin Peaks seems far more ‘real’ than any Dallas, Peyton Place or Knots Landing – despite being the site of all manner of inexplicable and paranormal activity.


Whatever the precise influence, Lynch has overtly and fruitfully plundered his childhood for images, sounds, textures and events in order to create work. It continues to provide a seemingly limitless personal resource; a highly specific and codified bank of sensory impressions, mysteries and clues. His absolute trust in the elusive meaning and relevance of these memories is what often invests his work with its electrical power; a short circuit to the core of the planet, apparently unmediated and unhindered by intellectualized concerns, and guided by a practice founded on intuition and atavism.


Lynch’s account of his childhood has, over the years, emerged as a series of beautifully crafted ‘snapshots’; mental Polaroids that are dense and imagistic, and which often combine humour and dread. He delights in playing with a particular repertoire of audiovisual references. These snapshots at once tantalize and deflect with their promise of revelation and offer of refuge. Michel Chion has suggested that the ‘unreal precision of these evocations’ may have been reconstituted from the American educational primer Good Times in Our Streets – a classroom book to which Lynch has referred and which echoes the mode of his own recollections in its highly edited, comic-strip representations of middle America.


Whether or not Lynch consciously romanticizes, idealizes or even reconstructs an innocent, halcyon past, his account of childhood is evidence of a great storytelling ability – while a degree of privacy is guaranteed by the striking imagery he offers up. It’s also symptomatic of the necessity for Lynch to communicate in a form of coded language that is uniquely his own. His mistrust of words, particularly in their efforts either to interpret or fix meaning, is something that surfaces constantly in his conversation. The autodidact in Lynch is very strong.


Perhaps that is why the playful four-word biography he chose for himself in 1990 – ‘Eagle Scout, Missoula, Montana’ – is so perfect. It humorously suggests the importance of place, keeps words to a minimum (telling us little or much), and slyly confesses to a very important aspect of his life – that of the ultimate DIY artist and director. As Lynch’s friend of thirty-six years, Toby Keeler, has observed: ‘David’s always been a doer. When I first met him he was working on his merit badges to become an Eagle Scout. They don’t just give those things away, and I think he achieved the highest level that you possibly can, although he doesn’t like to speak about it much. Even today, his ability to make things out of nothing, I think, comes directly from that old motto “Be Prepared”.’


In his review of Lost Highway for Film Comment, Donald Lyons rightly pointed out that it is a ‘painter’s movie’. Painting is literally where everything begins for Lynch, and is therefore the most appropriate place to start. His teenage realization that painting could be a legitimate profession marks the first major turning point in his life. As Toby Keeler recalls: ‘When he found out about art and painting, he was possessed by it. And God, was he prolific!’ Lynch all but dropped out of school, and dedicated himself to the ‘Art Life’ – a situation that, if not encouraged by his parents, was tolerated. The medium has never relinquished its grip on him. The dark, scumbled surfaces of his later canvases, occasionally visited by spindly characters stranded in a threatening neighbourhood of black paint and detritus, perfectly express the childlike wonder and terror that has triggered so much of his cinema.


RODLEY: When you were a child your family moved regularly – from town to town, state to state. How did you feel about that very transient lifestyle?


LYNCH: It’s good and bad, you know, because you get all dug in in one place, and then suddenly you’re some place else: you’ve gotta make new friends, you’ve gotta get the lay of the land. It’s very good for some kids – they develop a skill for getting along – but for other kids it destroys them. But as parents, you don’t know what kind of kids you have. You just have to move.


So which kind of kid were you?


I got the drill down pretty good. I could feel what needed to be done to get along. And then once you get in, then you can do what you want to do, but it’s really hard if you’re on the outside, it forces you to want to get on the inside and that takes a lot of time, and so you don’t do what you should be doing.


Was it tough on you in terms of your schooling?


Yeah, but I’m not talking about education, I’m talking about other kids. When you’re an outsider you can feel it, and that can get to you. Every kid feels that. But if you stay in one place and you’re an outsider, it would be very nice to move and try it again! It’s a shock to the system, but shocks to the system are sometimes really good. You get a little bit more aware, suddenly. Not like a hard hit on the head, but enough to jar some wiring. And some little channel opens up and you become, you know, a little bit more aware.


You’ve often spoken of your father and his work as a research scientist for the Department of Agriculture. What’s your fondest memory of him?


Him walking to work dressed in a suit and a ten-gallon hat. When we lived in Virginia it was so embarrassing to me at the time that he wore this hat, but now I consider it totally cool. It was a grey-green, forest service, ten-gallon cowboy hat, and he’d put this hat on and walk out the door. He wouldn’t go in a bus or car or anything, he’d just start walking and he’d walk several miles all the way across the George Washington Bridge into the city in that hat.


Was your mother a housewife, or did she also have a paid profession?


No, she didn’t work. I’m not sure what degrees she’s got, but she went to university. She did work for a while doing something, but I’m not sure, I can’t remember.


How did your parents meet?


They met at Duke University. But in those days the father worked and the mother stayed at home. Mostly. Everywhere I was, that’s what happened.


Growing up in the fifties seems to have greatly influenced your film work. Even though movies such as Blue Velvet and Lost Highway are almost fiercely modern and contemporary, they’re haunted by the fifties in both look and feel. Why are you so attached to that decade?
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1962. The Lynch family. Left to right: John, David, Sunny, Martha and Donald.








If you go into the valley today you’ll see cars from the fifties; if you turn on the radio, one station is Country and Western, one station is completely modern, and another is oldies but goodies. Elvis Presley, you know, came about. No matter how much music had been going before, rock ’n’ roll was born then. The fifties are still here. They’re all around. They never went away.


It was a fantastic decade in a lot of ways. Cars were made by the right kind of people. Designers were really out there with fins and chrome and really amazing stuff. Horse-power was a big deal, and kids knew every model, and would be waiting for the next year’s stuff to come out. They knew all the specs on the cars and stuff like this. They were like sculpture, you know, that moved. Now, because they got a computer to aerodynamically design the car, it cuts through the air better and you get better gasmileage and you don’t get the back end of the car rising up when you go a hundred miles an hour. Old cars would weather a crash but the people inside would just be like, you know, mutilated! But I’m telling you, the thrill is gone. B. B. King might’ve been singing about this crap that we drive around now!


So there was something in the air that is not there any more at all. It was such a great feeling, and not just because I was a kid. It was a really hopeful time, and things were going up instead of going down. You got the feeling you could do anything. The future was bright. Little did we know we were laying the groundwork then for a disastrous future. All the problems were there, but it was somehow glossed over. And then the gloss broke, or rotted, and it all came oozing out.


When you say all the problems were there, what are you thinking of?


Well, pollution was really good and started. Plastics were coming in, weird studies of chemicals and co-polymers and a lot of medical experiments, the atomic bomb and a lot of, you know, testing. It was like the world was so huge you could dump a bunch of stuff and it’s not gonna matter, right? It just kinda got out of control.


In the 1990 press kit for Wild at Heart you distilled your biography down to four words: ‘Eagle Scout, Missoula, Montana’. Why?


Well, there’s cub scouts, and there’s boy scouts. These are good organizations, but somewhere along the line they became so not cool that it wasn’t funny! And it became so not cool during the years that I was in the boy scouts! So it was almost like an embarrassment, and a shameful sort of thing. It just wasn’t hip. And an eagle scout is the top! I became one so I could quit, and put it behind me. And my father, bless his heart, used to say, ‘One day, you’ll be proud that you did that.’ So I put it on my resumé!


Weren’t you present as an Eagle Scout at the inauguration of John F. Kennedy?


Yeah. The Eagle Scouts were asked to seat VIPs in these bleachers outside the White House. It was the coldest inauguration in history – 1961, January 20th, which is also my birthday. So I’m down in the snow, in the freezing cold, by a gate to the White House. And we were told that these limos were going to come out at one of five gates. So we’d have to race to the top of the bleachers, look over the wall, and see if they were coming.


I saw them winding their way down to the gate where I was, and came running down, but the secret-service people were telling everyone to move back. So I turned and started to go, and this secret-service man said, ‘You!’ And I turned, and he was pointing to me, and I said, ‘Me?’ and he says, ‘Yeah, come here.’ He brought me over and stood me between him and another secret-service guy in a wall of secret-service men straddling this little road by the gate. And I’m facing more secret-service men on the other side of the road.


The gates swung open and out came these two cars, rolling slowly, and they came right in front of me. The glass was a foot in front of my face. And as they glided by I saw, in the first car, President Eisenhower and soon-to-be President Kennedy. They were in high hats and they were talking. Ike was closest to me, and Kennedy was about five or six feet away. And then this next car glided by and in it was Johnson and Nixon, and they were not talking. Years later, I realized I saw four consecutive presidents in that brief little moment, standing between two secret-service guys.


What do you remember about the Kennedy assassination?


That was, you know, very bad. I was actually setting up a display in the front lobby of the High School, so I heard it before anybody else. But then they made an announcement and school was let out. Judy Westerman, my girlfriend at the time, was a Catholic, and she had a bond with this President like you couldn’t believe! She was, you know, sobbing, so I took her home. She went into her room and didn’t come out for four days!


It was weird because TV coverage of things happened before that, but here was everybody sitting around in rooms looking at the same thing. And everybody saw Jack Ruby kill Oswald. It was called the ‘Four Dark Days’ and ironically Judy was in her darkened bedroom for those four days, so it was really dark for her!


Looking at your work, one might surmise that you were frightened by many things as a child. Were you?


Many things. But troubled, more than living in fear. Really troubled. I would think, ‘This is not the way it is supposed to be’, and it would trouble me. It was a suspicion on my part, but almost a knowing.


You once said that your younger sister, Martha, was also afraid, but of green peas! Is that true?


Yeah. I think it was something to do with the consistency and strength of the outer surface, and then what was inside when you broke that membrane. It was more to do with the hardness of the outside and the softness of the inside than a flavour. But I don’t know, you’d have to ask her. It was a big thing in our family, and she’d hide them.


Why didn’t your parents just stop giving her peas?


Well, it was a thing about vegetables, you know?


That they’re good for you?
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The way we were. Childhood Christmas for Martha, John and David Lynch.








Yeah.


But not if you’re scared of them . . .


No, no, it’s not. It’s not good. Try a different vegetable. Something’s got to work!


Is it clear to your parents now that you were a troubled child, even if they weren’t aware of it at the time?


Well, I think every child has things they see, that affect them, and it’s nobody’s fault. It’s just the way it is. It’s just the way a kid’s mind works. It’s maybe 75 per cent dream, 25 per cent reality.


You were very frightened of the city as a child, weren’t you? Even as a young man.


Right, but I think if you grow up in the city, you’re frightened by the country and if you grow up in the country you’re frightened by the city. Because my grandparents on my mother’s side lived in Brooklyn, I would go to New York City and I would see these things. And it scared the hell out of me. In the subway I remember a wind from the approaching train, then a smell and a sound. I had a taste of horror every time I went to New York.


My grandfather owned an apartment building in Brooklyn with no kitchens. A man was cooking an egg on an iron – that really worried me. And every night he unscrewed his car aerial so gangs wouldn’t break it off. I could just feel fear in the air. It was great fuel for future fires.


In what sense?


I learned that just beneath the surface there’s another world, and still different worlds as you dig deeper. I knew it as a kid, but I couldn’t find the proof. It was just a feeling. There is goodness in blue skies and flowers, but another force – a wild pain and decay – also accompanies everything. Like with scientists: they start on the surface of something, and then they start delving. They get down to the subatomic particles and their world is now very abstract. They’re like abstract painters in a way. It’d be hard to talk to them because they’re way down in there.


How and when did you first become interested in art?


When I was little I used to draw and paint all the time. One thing I thank my mother for is that she refused to give me colouring books because it’s like a restricting thing. And my father, working for the Government, had reams of paper that he’d bring home. I mostly drew ammunition and pistols and airplanes, because the war was just over, and this was, I guess, in the air still. I had my own helmet, and an army belt and a canteen, and these wooden rifles. And I would draw them because they were part of my world. I mostly drew Browning Automatic water-cooled submachineguns. That was a favourite.


When I was about fourteen, I went with my grandparents, on my father’s side, up to Montana. My grandfather was going back to his ranch where my father grew up and they dropped me off in Hungry Horse with my Aunt Nonie Krall. There are two hundred people in this town, and it’s right near Hungry Horse Dam, and they’ve got all these novelty shops with these real thin little horses. My Aunt Nonie and Uncle Bill had a drugstore, and next door to my aunt’s house was a painter named Ace Powell who was in the school of Charlie Russell and Remington. I used to go over there and draw. He and his wife were both painters, and they always had paper and all this kind of stuff. But it was so removed, off in this western corner, that it never clicked that painting was like a real thing – I thought it was a western sort of thing.
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Gun crazy. Lynch (seven years old) and assembled troops.








So when did you realize that to be a painter was a legitimate profession?


We’d moved to Virginia and I didn’t know what I was going to do. I just didn’t have a clue. Except I just liked painting. My father was a scientist so I thought maybe I was going to be a scientist. I was, like, not thinking at all – zero original thoughts! I met my friend Toby Keeler in the front yard of my girlfriend’s house – Linda Styles. And Toby did two things: he told me that his father was a painter, which completely changed my life, and he also stole my girlfriend!


So I went to visit his father’s studio in Georgetown, and his father was a really cool guy. He was still on his own, he wasn’t part of the painting world really, and yet he was, you know, devoting his life to this, and it thrilled my soul. And so I became friends with his father – Bushnell Keeler – and that decided this course for painting, 100 per cent right then. I was in the ninth grade. He also turned me on to this book by Robert Henri called The Art Spirit that sort of became my Bible, because that book made the rules for the art life. It was one of those things that is so fantastic, because it sets you on your way – meeting Toby in the front yard of Linda Styles’s house . . . 1960, ’61 maybe.


Many of your paintings from the late eighties/early nineties are based around the house: Shadow of a Twisted Hand Across My House, Ants In My House, or Suddenly My House Became a Tree of Sores. Why?


A lot of my paintings come from memories of Boise, Idaho, and Spokane, Washington. Some people, just by their nature, think about the President of the United States and Africa and Asia. Their mind thinks over thousands of miles, big problems and big situations. That just completely leaves me cold. I can’t get there. I like to think about a neighbourhood – like a fence, like a ditch, and somebody digging a hole, and then a girl in this house, and a tree, and what’s happening in that tree – a little local place that I can get into. The two are really the same: it’s all based on human nature and the same sorts of things.


The home is often seen as a threatening place in the paintings. In House and Garden, for instance, the garden is made up of congealed Band-Aids. It’s more like a grave than a garden. Why is that?


The home is a place where things can go wrong. When I was a child, home seemed claustrophobic but that wasn’t because I had a bad family. A home is like a nest – it’s only useful for so long. I use Band-Aids in my paintings because I like their colour, and I like the way they have a connection with sores. Cotton has a similar appeal – it has a sort of medical feeling to it.


My father frequently experimented on tree diseases and insects. He had huge forests at his disposal to experiment on. So I was exposed to insects, disease and growth, in an organic sort of world, like a forest, or even a garden. And this sort of thrills me – this earth, and then these plants coming out, and then there’s the things crawling on them and the activity in a garden – so many textures, and movements. You could just get lost for ever. And there are lots of things that are attacking the garden. There’s a lot of slaughter and death, diseases, worms, grubs, ants. A lotta stuff going on.


You seem to like going in close on situations, not content with appearances. Like the opening sequence of Blue Velvet: from the idyllic carapace of a neighbourhood to the teeming insects under the front lawn of a house. A National Geographic photo of a garden is just the most beautiful thing. Or a pine tree against a blue sky with a couple of puffy white clouds does something to you. But if you take one step closer, you see that each tree has got a lot to overcome to get to that size. As a gardener you have to stay on top of an awful lot of things.


My childhood was elegant homes, tree-lined streets, the milkman, building backyard forts, droning airplanes, blue skies, picket fences, green grass, cherry trees. Middle America as it’s supposed to be. But on the cherry tree there’s this pitch oozing out – some black, some yellow, and millions of red ants crawling all over it. I discovered that if one looks a little closer at this beautiful world, there are always red ants underneath. Because I grew up in a perfect world, other things were a contrast.


I saw life in extreme close-ups. In one, for instance, saliva mixed with blood. Or long shots of a peaceful environment. I had lots of friends but I loved being alone and looking at insects swarming in the garden.
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Suddenly My House Became a Tree of Sores (1990). Oil and mixed media on canvas. 168 × 173cm.








In the painting Shadow of a Twisted Hand Across My House, the hand is huge compared with the house. There’s a sense of dread outside the home.


Exactly. Sometimes in the paintings the proportions are strange, so, like, a bug is bigger and the house is smaller. It’s a torment. I’m not alone in that. People feel that outside the house – unfortunately, even inside the house in a lot of cases – there are problems to be dealt with. And they’re not going to go away with wishful thinking.




[image: ]




Shadow of a Twisted Hand Across My House (1988). Oil and mixed media on canvas. 165 × 210cm.








What about the painting Mom’s Home and She’s Really Mad? Again she’s very large compared with the house. Fathers are more commonly seen in this threatening way. Why is it the mother in this case?


Uhuh. I don’t know why. Um ... I don’t know if this has anything to do psychologically with me, or just some idea.


Generally, your paintings strongly evoke the world of a terror-stricken child. Your early short films The Alphabet and The Grandmother seem to come from the same place. They don’t look like remembrances of a happy childhood.


No. But I had an idyllic childhood. The only thing that disturbs me is that many psychopaths say they had a very happy childhood. So I say, ‘Wait a minute, did I really have a happy childhood?’ And the answer is pretty simple: I had a very happy childhood. I look back on it with very pleasant memories. There’s some line I read about the longing for the euphoria of forgotten childhood dreams. And it was like a dream because the world was so small. I can’t remember being able to see more than a couple of blocks. What happened after that couple of blocks was not part of me – zero! And those couple of blocks are huge.


So all the little details are blown out of proportion. And there’s happiness in one yard, one fence, or one piece of light on something. And hours could be spent in one tiny locale at the corner of a yard. Sometimes those memories get unlocked, and I get a euphoria. 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 nap time seemed endless.


You’ve said that your childhood was like a dream. Do you think, therefore, that we tend to fictionalize our past?


We favour ourselves in all our memories. We make ourselves act better in the past and make better decisions and we’re nicer to people and we take more credit than we probably deserve. We candy-coat like crazy so we can go forward and live. An accurate memory of the past would be depressing, probably.


So how much of one’s memory can one really rely on?


Well, like Fred Madison says in Lost Highway, ‘I prefer to remember things my own way.’ Everybody does that to a certain degree. But most of the day was a dream. You can always escape into your mind, and slip into a completely different world.


Given that you draw on a past to such an extent in your work, is it sometimes hard to access memories and events from childhood?


Well, if you were told to access them, that would be hard. But sometimes you’re focused in a certain area that reminds you of something, and then those things start occurring. But I’ve had experiences where I’ve had a moment’s flash – it seems like a memory. And it comes with a fantastic feeling of happiness, but I can’t for the life of me think where that thing occurred. The feel is so real, but I can’t remember when that would’ve been. And they’re such small fragments, they don’t give me enough clues to know whether they really did happen.


Do you find more memories unlock the older you get?


Yeah. I think it’s a safety thing. You get so involved in things when you get older, and that stops you being able to see these little details, and have that same sort of experience. So every once in a while, something pops and you go back. Some little detail. It’s real important to go out and sit down and look at things quietly from a low perspective. When you’re small, you’re always looking up at things, and if you can get down, and look up, and study stuff, it’s sort of the same again. Except you know so much. That wrecks a lot of it.


But there’s so much mystery when you’re a child. Something as simple as a tree doesn’t make sense. You see it in the distance and it looks small, but as you get closer it seems to grow – you haven’t got a handle on the rules yet. We think we understand the rules when we become adults, but what we’ve really experienced is a narrowing of the imagination. I found the world completely and totally fantastic as a child. Of course, I had the usual fears, like going to school – I know there was some sort of problem there. But every other person sensed that problem too, so my fears were pretty normal. 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.


I feel between nine and seventeen most of the time, and sometimes around six! Darkness has crept in since then. The darkness is realizations about the world and human nature and my own nature, all combined into one ball of sludge.


But whether things happened exactly the way you remember them or not, memories of your own childhood seem to provide you with continued source material.


Yeah, that’s right. And there’s always new stuff, you know, going on too. The old and the new sometimes connect in beautiful ways.


What’s so satisfying to you about painting, and why do you still feel compelled to do it?


Well, you can sit in a chair – and I love just sitting in a chair and going off – and float away. And sometimes, when I’m going to sleep, especially, or sitting in a chair with my eyes closed ... I drift through this one space where images just come, and I’m not prompting them. In fact, if I start thinking about it, they stop. And because I don’t judge them and don’t think about them too much, they just come in. They’re usually in a series of things. Like, if it’s a face, the next face is just a little bit different from the first face: it’s all in the same line. And some of these ideas or images are kind of thrilling. To paint something is a way of catching them in a more permanent way. Then you have a thing that you can look at. Ninety-nine per cent of these images you can’t remember a week later. And a painting kind of reminds you of those; also it exists. And you work it up to a place where you say it’s done, and it’s pleasing – it’s a little bit of a thrill to have it, and to have experienced it.


I have this thing about when you listen to someone like a teacher. If you draw while you listen to the teacher, the drawing may not have anything to do with what you’re hearing, but if you’re tested on what he or she said, all you have to do is run your finger over the drawing and the words – what was said – are recorded in there. It’s like you’re a needle on a record and it’s weird.


Dreamtime is an obvious cornerstone of your cinema. Is it important in your life?


Waking dreams are the ones that are important, the ones that come when I’m quietly sitting in a chair, gently letting my mind wander. When you sleep, you don’t control your dream. I like to dive into a dream world that I’ve made or discovered; a world I choose.


When you’ve had a really bad dream and you wake up and you remember it and you tell a friend what happened, it’s not terrifying. You can see on their face that this is not the scary story you thought it was.


But right there is the power of cinema. And even that can’t get it, because the dreamer has bought it 1,000 per cent for himself or herself. The dream was played just for them. It’s so unique and powerful to that person. But with sounds and situations and time you could get much closer to putting that together for somebody else with a film.


But when you’ve had that bad dream, what is the nature of the missing element that is so difficult to communicate to others?


It’s the subjective thing. It wouldn’t strike Bob the way it strikes Sam and the way it strikes Susie. They’re all coming from a different place. It could be such an absurd thing in the dream that makes you afraid, but it works for you. But that fear is just too abstract. My friend Jack Fisk had a recurring dream about a tyre. It’s rolling on a shelf in a garage. And it rolls, and it almost goes over, and then it rolls back. And it rolls the other way, and almost goes over. Just that tyre rolling scared him. But go figure, you know! The essential ingredient is completely unable to be communicated. There must be some added information coming in in some way. So a little kernel is charged with certain knowledge.


That was communicated to me in Wild at Heart, in the car crash sequence where Sherilyn Fenn is wandering around, going on about her lipstick and her bag, and her brains are coming out. Laura Dern is screaming, and a simple, chilling piece of Angelo Badalamenti music is playing. Everything contributes to a terrifying and deeply melancholic moment. How do you even begin to orchestrate that?


The whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Sometimes. It’s hard to explain about those things. Except when you have a chance to put stuff together you have choices that you can make. And so you talk and you listen and you think and you feel till you get something that seems to be working. But you try that with every scene.


Presumably that scene was in the script. Did it emerge as anything like what was written?


No. But that’s true with everything I do. You see fate working sometimes. And sometimes it can be working against you, and sometimes it can be working for you. And you see that you have to do your part. There are so many other things that you think you’re controlling, but you’re not. With that scene I sat down with Angelo and I told him what I wanted. You know, this kinda simple, childlike thing, rooted in the fifties. And Angelo starts. He could play anything, he’s just been schooled in all the stuff. So, he starts playing, and I talk to him, and then he starts playing something else, and then I talk, because I’m reacting to what’s coming out, and he’s trying to get a wind of what I really mean. So you start one place and you keep going. And then, as soon as I get excited, he knows it. And he plays the whole thing. And then we put it with the image. And BOOM! I’ll tell you: that piece of music is what adds 80 per cent of the horror of that scene. It’s the emotion of the scene.


When you started looking at other established painters, who really struck you?


Francis Bacon is, to me, the main guy, the number one kinda hero painter. There’s a lot of painters that I like. But for just the thrill of standing in front of a painting ... I saw Bacon’s show in the sixties at the Marlborough Gallery and it was really one of the most powerful things I ever saw in my life.


What excited you most about Bacon? The use of the paint, or the subject matter?


Everything. The subject matter and the style were united, married, perfect. And the space, and the slow and the fast and, you know, the textures, everything. Normally I only like a couple of years of a painter’s work, but I like everything of Bacon’s. The guy, you know, had the stuff.


He stuck very much to painting the same picture over and over.


But, so what? I say! Now, once you do two films that are similar, people are just dying for the new thing. It’s sad that it can only run so long. The worst thing I ever saw was at the Cannes Film Festival where the audience booed a Fellini film. It was the night before Wild at Heart was shown, and they booed his film. I don’t care what the picture is, it just killed me. It killed me. The guy had reached a point where he should have been respected.


Bacon’s paintings often imply a narrative, but it’s unclear exactly what is going on. Does that interest you?


Exactly right. Fragments of narrative. If Bacon had made a movie, what would it have been and where would it have gone? And how would the cinema translate those textures and those spaces? Last Tango in Paris was very influenced by Bacon. But there’s something about that painting. That’s what he should have been doing, and that’s what he was a master at. Edward Hopper is another guy I love, but more for cinema than for painting. Instantly, when you see those works, you dream. And the same thing happened to me with Bacon – I can always take off from his paintings, like I can with a piece of music.


You once said that when you paint you try to ‘stay out of the way’ most of the time. What did you mean by that?


Well, it’s like the Japanese with the garden. Nature is doing all this stuff, and all they do is maybe take a branch and trim it, impose their will on it, and make it grow a certain way. And they prune, and they keep certain things out. But the plants are doing most of the work. It’s a two-way street – nature and man working together. And in painting, the paint has got a texture and it sort of wants to be a certain way. And a brush is so artificial, and it makes tiny little lines. After you make a whole bunch of brush strokes, it’s something else. It’s not the paint talking, it’s too much of the person. So you’ve gotta let accidents and strange things happen – let it work, so it’s got an organic sort of quality. That’s all I meant.


I admire people who have an idea and then they paint that idea. That could never, never happen to me. And I don’t know why that is. As soon as I start, it immediately becomes something else.


Like the Surrealists and automatic writing?


Yeah. It’s sort of like, if you could take bits of writing that you did sometime, or even somebody else did sometime, and just chop them up and arrange them at random, and just throw them, you know, like people have done, and then read that, it could be fantastic. It could spark a whole other thing. And you always have to leave an opening for other forces, you know, to do their thing. When you’re on your own, just writing these things down, it’s so limited, and you wanna somehow open it up and throw it out and let other things intervene. More ideas come out of that, and it becomes really unbelievable. By trying to remove yourself you can see some fantastic things sometimes.


Moving paint around with my fingers and letting everything go on automatic pilot I sort of get into ... I don’t know exactly what, but I think it has a lot to do with childhood occurrences. For me, the fact that they’re childlike doesn’t cancel out the sexuality in the paintings because I think children are pretty hip sexually. They don’t know the words for it and have clumsy ways of expressing it, but there’s certainly a lot going on sexually that we don’t fully understand when we’re kids.


I’d like to bite my paintings, but I can’t because there’s lead in the paint. Which means I’m kind of chicken. I don’t feel I’ve really gotten in there yet, and the paintings still seem safe and tranquil to me.


You’ve also said that the locations of your paintings could be anywhere, but that your movies take place in America.


The painting comes from the paint, and action and reaction. As to exactly where they are, well . . . some people open windows in houses, but I like to go deeper into a house and find things underneath things. Maybe that’s where they are. I love factories too. A serene landscape is totally boring to me. I like the idea of man and earth together – like a pit mine with heavy machinery and maybe some pools with sediment, and all sorts of little organisms growing, and mosquitoes lifting off like little helicopters.


But I like certain things about America and it gives me ideas. When I go around and I see things, it sparks little stories, or little characters pop out, so it just feels right to me to, you know, make American films.


Is that something to do with the nature of the photographic image? That you have to point the camera at something, and that to make a film which takes place ‘nowhere’ is difficult?


Well, I like the nowhere part of America. Eraserhead is an American film, but it’s a little bit in an in-between place. It’s like a dirty, little, forgotten, hidden corner. And I love those areas. You can discover secrets. They’re little truthful places, but they’re not obvious. You have to sink in and find them, and you don’t even know sort of what they are till the elements come together. Then they start talking to you and you start seeing more about the truth of the thing. At first you fall in love with them but you haven’t started sinking in yet.


This idea about making a film about ‘nowhere’ – is The Red Room in Twin Peaks one of those places?


Yes. There’s no problem with time. And anything can happen. It’s a free zone, completely unpredictable and therefore pretty exciting but also scary. And those kinds of places are just fantastic to visit. And a pine tree and a cup of coffee – the combination of those things is pretty dramatic to me. [Laughs.]
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Another time, another place. Special Agent Dale Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan) and The Man from Another Place (Michael Anderson) in The Red Room.








The basic ‘ground’ of the paintings comprises a very restricted palette. They’re very dark, reminiscent of ash, mud, congealed blood etc. – very little colour. Why?


I wouldn’t know what to do with it. Colour to me is too real. It’s limiting. It doesn’t allow too much of a dream. The more you throw black into a colour, the more dreamy it gets. I could try one tube of cadmium yellow to 500 tubes of black. That could be one way to use it.


What, for you, is the association of black and dreaming?


Black has depth. It’s like a little egress; you can go into it, and because it keeps on continuing to be dark, the mind kicks in, and a lot of things that are going on in there become manifest. And you start seeing what you’re afraid of. You start seeing what you love, and it becomes like a dream.


How would you describe the figures in your paintings?


Well, they’re like fragments of a body or something like that. I can’t do a whole figure, and I don’t know why that is. Bacon could paint a figure but it’s impossible for me to do the whole thing. I sometimes paint too much of one and then I have to destroy a lot of it.


They also appear to be in transit, perhaps hastily trying to get out of the picture, crossing the surface. They certainly don’t look like they want to hang around. Would you agree?


Yeah. They’re in trouble, maybe. I don’t know. The paintings have a fearful mood, but there’s humour in them too. But ultimately, I guess the central idea is, you know, life in darkness and confusion – and I’m certainly there: lost in darkness and confusion.


You know what dogs are like in a room? They really look like they’re having fun. They’re bouncing this ball around and chewing on stuff and they’re kind of panting and happy. Human beings are supposed to be like that. We should be pretty happy. And I don’t know why we aren’t.


Does the darkness and confusion ever abate, or does it get worse? And is it actually necessary to your work?


It does go away. And it will go away for everyone. I really believe this isn’t the way it’s going to be for ever. I don’t know why it’s necessary that we get lost in this darkness and confusion, but part of it is really enjoyable. But then, if you get sick or you get tortured, or shot, it’s not enjoyable. Or your heart gets broken, or your house catches on fire.


By making work are you able to bring an order to the darkness and confusion in a way that is impossible to do in real life?


Yeah, yeah, exactly right. Films and paintings are all things that you control. To take an idea and translate it into something material is a beautiful process. It’s thrilling to the soul! Who knows why? And that, to me, is the best thing you can be doing.


There’s an awkwardness about the painted figures; they’re spindly-legged, rickety, clumsy. They might have a problem doing the simplest of things. I’m reminded of certain scenes in your films, such as the one in Twin Peaks when Dale Cooper and Sheriff Harry Truman have terrible problems with some swivel chairs when they’re visiting a traumatized Ronette Pulaski in hospital.


Well, one of my favourite films is Lolita, and one of the greatest scenes features this folding bed. The bell hop and James Mason put this bed in the room when Sue Lyon is asleep, and they don’t wanna wake her up. Some people are not mechanically minded, and some machines are simple things that are not user-friendly. There are so many absurd things in that. When we were shooting that scene in Twin Peaks, the chairs were there, but then things started to develop. Cooper and Sheriff Truman have to be quiet; Ronette’s obviously very disturbed and so it puts a tension in there and an absurd sort of humour at the same time. And it’s a truth of life that some things are not built so well and they become complicated and they need to be figured out and they’re hard to figure out.


For the figures in your paintings, and the characters in your films, life seems to be a difficult balancing act. Sometimes literally, as in the way they walk. Like Bobby in Twin Peaks, for example.


Yes. We’re all striving for balance, in my mind. It’s the ultimate goal. And it’s such a heavy thing, you know, perfect balance. I think a kind of euphoria comes out of a perfect balance. Sometimes things rush together and there’s a balance somehow, but it’s fleeting. Someday it will be a permanent thing. It moves you to another place. Here, people are very unbalanced. Everything is swinging, to try to get there, but it never gets there. And I think the reason it never gets there is people are not dealing with a full deck and so they’re always reacting, and their reactions are without deep thought. They’re reacting not so much with their reasoning mind. It’s an emotional thing mostly, and so it’s always going to be very crazy.


Given that the notion of ‘balance’ is so important to you, would you say – for example – that the character of Jeffrey Beaumont achieves a kind of balance by the end of Blue Velvet?


That’s just like a partial portrait. In the real Jeffrey Beaumont there’d be a million other thoughts that are not shown in the film – another whole series of turmoils and wanderings. It’s impossible to show the full thing. But you could say that maybe he learns something, and it’s like a step on the road toward something. But that’s about it. He had an experience and he gleaned some stuff from it.


The paintings also lack any sense of a light source. They seem to depict dark, loveless worlds. Is that true?


It’s the darker things I find really beautiful. I guess I haven’t learned to paint the lighter parts of life in a way that’s pleasing to me, although I think it can be done – Rousseau does it, and so does Richard Diebenkorn, in a way. But all my paintings are organic, violent comedies. They have to be violently done and primitive and crude, and to achieve that I try to let nature paint more than I paint.


But there’s the relationship of shapes, one to another, that are pleasing. And just this word ‘pleasing’ gets into something maybe about love. If something is really pleasing you say you love it. And it thrills you in some way. So even though they’re on the dark side, there are very pleasing things happening, but they just have to be this way for me to, you know, really love them.


The paintings often feature individual letters cut out and pasted down to make sentences. Again I was reminded of Twin Peaks and the letters Killer Bob places under his victim’s fingernails. And of course your first short film, The Alphabet. What fascinates you about letters and words?


The words in the paintings are sometimes important to make you start thinking about what else is going on in there. And a lot of times, the words excite me as shapes, and something’ll grow out of that. I used to cut these little letters out and glue them on. They just look good all lined up like teeth. I’d glue them on with this stuff that reminds me of ointment. The words change the way you perceive what’s happening in the picture. And they’re a nice balance to other things going on. And sometimes they become the title of the painting.


A word is also a texture. As you’re driving along you see wires, you see clouds and blue sky or smog, and you see many, many words and images. You see signs and weird lights and the people just get lost. A person doesn’t have enough weight. They’re overpowered. And this I really don’t like. I like a very sparse room. And I like a room that has some irregularities in it. But it’s all like a number – a bare room has a number of 2. And then when you put a person in there, that person is a strong 7. Suddenly you can see the person, and you see the way their face is and the way they move – like in Eraserhead. Wild at Heart is way more busy. It built up a kind of mania, a craziness in the world. That’s what it was about.


You say that a word can be a texture. You’ve always been particularly fascinated by texture, haven’t you?


Yeah. I’m obsessed with textures. We’re surrounded by so much vinyl that I find myself constantly in pursuit of other textures. One time I used some hair remover to remove all the fur from a mouse to see what it looked like – and it looked beautiful.


There’s one painting called I See Myself. It looks like two sides of the same thing. One figure is dark and the other is white and skeletal. It’s like looking across some divide. What occurred to you when you were doing that picture?


Well, we all have at least two sides. One of the things I’ve heard is that our trip through life is to gain divine mind through knowledge and experience of combined opposites. And that’s our trip. The world we live in is a world of opposites. And to reconcile those two opposing things is the trick.


Are they opposed, in the sense that one is good and the other is bad?


Well, it has to be that way. I don’t know why [laughs] but um . . . er . . . I don’t know quite what to say to you there, Chris, about that! They’re just opposites, you know, that’s all. And then that means there’s something in the middle. And the middle isn’t a compromise, it’s, like, the power of both.


People are often disturbed by the darker side of their own psyches. You seem relatively comfortable with yours. Why is that?


I have no idea. I’ve always been that way. I’ve always liked both sides and believe that in order to appreciate one you have to know the other – the more darkness you can gather up, the more light you can see too.


When that dark side is articulated or expressed in your work, is it difficult for your family to relate to it?


See, that’s what I have a problem with, because it shouldn’t really be a worry. I know it is, but you’re just doing your job, and it’s fantastic. You’re lucky that you love it and you can do it. And the part that comes after makes you feel funny. Because it’s like a zoo.
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I See Myself (1992). Oil and mixed media on canvas. 72 × 76cm.








But it is a risky business doing anything creative in a public sense.


Well, there’s plenty to see when you put something up there. And you open yourself up to lots and lots of things. That’s not why you do it, but that’s what happens. If there’s a down side, you know, that’s it. See, I’m from Missoula, Montana, you know? I’m a regular guy.


Are you saying that everyone in Missoula, Montana, is ‘regular’ by definition?


[Laughs.] Well, now when you say you’re from Montana people begin to worry because the Uni-bomber was living up there. And a lot of people end up going into the woods who, you know, have a coupla screws loose. That’s one place – the woods – you can go, and run things your own way, far away from anybody that would interfere – like the Government, and the tax people, things like that.


You’ve been affectionately dubbed ‘Jimmy Stewart from Mars’ which, in part, is meant to signify an apparent difference between the kind of work you make and the kind of person you appear to be. You’ve been called ‘a contradiction’ by many people. Do you think that’s true?


It’s sorta true because you have an interior and an exterior and sometimes they’re in contradiction – everybody, every human.


But with some people maybe that gap is more pronounced. Is that true of you?


Maybe so. A big gap! In the synapses!


This issue often arises with David Cronenberg. He looks and sounds like a regular, balanced guy and yet he creates disturbed, cinematic nightmares. So the question arises: is he basically a madman who, in order to function, assumes the manner of a regular guy? Or is it because he’s basically a regular guy that he needs to let rip in other, very public, ways? Which comes first?


He’s both things. That’s just the way it is. The stuff that comes out in the work is, I think, a lot more truthful than the way you are just walking around. It’s like the tip of the iceberg’s walking around and a lot of the time it doesn’t have anything to do with what’s going on inside.


Just thinking about the little one really sees, another painting – Billy Finds a Book of Riddles Right in His Own Back Yard – immediately reminded me of Jeffrey finding the ear on a bit of waste ground in Blue Velvet. What is it about finding something in your neighbourhood that fascinates you?


Well, imagine if you did find a book of riddles, and you could start unravelling them, but they were really complicated. Mysteries would become apparent and thrill you. We all find this book of riddles and it’s just what’s going on. And you can figure them out. The problem is, you figure them out inside yourself, and even if you told somebody, they wouldn’t believe you or understand it in the same way you do. You’d suddenly realize that the communication wasn’t 100 per cent. There are a lot of things like that going on in life, and words just fail you.


The neat thing about film is that it can tell a little bit of a certain side of that thing that words couldn’t tell. But it won’t tell the whole story, because there are so many clues and feelings in the world that it makes a mystery and a mystery means there’s a puzzle to be solved. Once you start thinking like that you’re hooked on finding a meaning, and there are many avenues in life where we’re given little indications that the mystery can be solved. We get little proofs – not the big proof – but little proofs that keep us going.


That there is a mystery is a HUGE THRILL. That there’s more going on than meets the eye is a thrilling thing. Let’s say that you could see something and mistake it for something else – a man walking across a window at night with something in his hand. Maybe you saw exactly what you thought you saw, and all of your imaginings are exactly what is going on. But more often than not, if you were actually able to go in there and see what was really happening, it would be a let-down from your imagination trip. So I think fragments of things are pretty interesting. You can dream the rest. Then you’re a participant. We know that things are going on. Not in every house, but enough. Things that we can’t even imagine are going on. And that’s why all these talk shows on TV are happening. People come on and say these things. It’s like a cleansing. It’s like you always sort of knew it, and now they’re naming it and showing it. But therefore a lot of mystery is going away.


But it’s almost become the new banality. Everyone is remembering that they were abused as children. It’s like, who wasn’t?


Yeah, but now they’re saying there’s a need in a patient to think something has gone on, when in fact it didn’t. It’s conjured up some way and it ruins the whole family. And no one believes that it didn’t happen, because that’s the way things are right now: people believe the worst.


Does that force the film-maker or artist to make the ‘evil’ completely unimaginable or extreme, like Frank Booth in Blue Velvet?


I guess it pushes you further out. Or further in. Or you get a different angle on it.


Given that you began painting as a child, and have continued to paint, do you sense that it is still the primary activity for you, from which everything else comes?


It is. There are things about painting that are true for everything in life. That’s the way painting is. Music is also one of those things. There are things that can’t be said with words. And that’s sort of what painting is all about. And that’s what film-making, to me, is mostly about. There are words and there are stories, but there are things that can be said with film that you can’t say with words. It’s just the beautiful language of cinema. And it has to do with time and juxtapositions and all the rules in painting. Painting is one thing that carries through everything else.


Do you feel you know more about painting than cinema?


I don’t know that much about either one, really. There’s a kind of a ‘knowing’, and then there’s an intellectual knowing. I’m not the kind of person that can get up in front of people and start talking about how it’s done. It doesn’t work that way for me. If you’re sitting in front of a painting and it’s part-way going and it starts talking to you, then you act and react. You’re going with a kind of a subconscious intuition kind of thing. And things unfold. It’s the same way with a scene in a film: you can have it in the script but when it’s in front of you, it’s fluid. If a line doesn’t work, you adjust it – you see it has to be this way. You see that the light has to be a certain way, the pace has to be a certain way. It’s talking to you. Unfortunately, only when all the elements are together does it really talk to you. So you’ve got to be on your toes. You’ve got to be on guard. You’ve got to be in that world.


That’s why Eraserhead was so beautiful for me because I was able to sink into that world and live in there. There was no other world. I hear songs sometimes that people say were very popular at the time, and I haven’t a clue, and I was there. And that’s the most beautiful thing – to get lost in a world. And because of the money and the pressure now, it’s almost like a catastrophe. Making pictures has gotten too fast. Many pictures skim along the surface. They can’t delve deep because, if you’re water-skiing at fifty miles an hour, you’re not going to go beneath the surface. But if the boat stops – or even slows up – down you go in the deep water. And that’s where the good ideas are.


In previous interviews you’ve often said that it’s difficult to talk about certain ideas because they’re ‘too abstract’. What do you mean by that?


People want you to talk and I kinda understand that, but isn’t everybody talking about pretty much the same thing? It’s impossible to say how certain things happen. And then another problem is talking something to death. You start thinking about articulating a certain thing, and then you suddenly see it for what it is and the magic goes away a little bit. It’s tricky. When you talk about things – unless you’re a poet – a big thing becomes smaller.


Or, like with critics, as soon as you say it, they say, ‘Oh yeah, I knew that.’ But it needed to be said to be real. And also it’s so limiting to say what something is. It becomes nothing more than that. And I like things that can be more than that. It’s like an author who’s dead: you read his book, he’s not around to question, and you get tons of stuff out of the book – still. It doesn’t matter what he thought. It could be interesting, but it really doesn’t matter. What I would be able to tell you about my intentions in my films is irrelevant.


I can’t think of two activities more different than painting and commercial film-making. With painting you’re able to exercise ultimate control, within a defined space. And it’s a solitary, as opposed to a group, activity.


They’re different but there’s many similarities. With the paint, I’m not really in control and there’s action and reaction and give and take. When you get together with a crew of people that are going to do a film, at first they have zero idea. And then they read the script. And then they get closer. They’ll bring a prop to you and you’ll say, ‘No, no, no, no, that’s wrong because of this and this and this.’ And they say, ‘Oh!’ And now they’re closer still – and then they go away and they bring much better things and then you could almost say, ‘Which one do you really think is the best one?’ And you both pick the same one. They tune in. And one by one they’re tuning into this thing. Again, it’s not, you know, a perfect tune-in, but it gets much closer to one way to go. So then it doesn’t matter how many people are around: you’re all making the same movie and you get into a kind of an atmosphere where you’re separated from the rest of the world and you’re into this other world. And it’s a beautiful thing.


Painting is often a very private activity compared to movie-making. Is it more personal to you? Do you make efforts to get it shown?


That’s a really tricky thing because you learn pretty quick that a painting that’s thrilling to you isn’t necessarily so thrilling to others. And yet you have some sort of urge to show your work. Mostly it’s a humiliating, disastrous, negative experience. And you kinda glom onto those who appreciate it, but you’re always finding out they don’t appreciate it quite as much as you want them to. And it’s the same in film. If you go about it for money, or to try to make a commercial picture, say, then you just look at the box office and you can see how you did. But if it’s for any other reason, it’s pretty disturbing, you know, to put a work out.


As the name David Lynch is firmly established in cinema, does this put pressure on the painting/photographic work when you show it?


It does. And even worse than that is the ‘Celebrity Painting’ thing. It really makes you puke. And it’s a terrible thing. It’s like Don Van Vliet [a.k.a. Captain Beefheart]: in order to make his painting more real, and to make it more legitimate, maybe, he felt he had to give up his music. Once you get known for one thing, it’s really hard to jump-start the other thing and be taken seriously for it.


I could change my name! I thought about that, because names are weird things. When you say ‘pus’, you know, there’s so many things that come along with that word. A very nice photo of a pile of pus – labelled ‘Pus’ – could be pretty cool. Once a name starts getting certain meanings attached to it, it can be good, or it can be, you know, really bad.
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Action and reaction. Lynch painting So This Is Love (1992).








Would you like people to somehow forget the cinematic work when looking at the painting?


It’s impossible. The first thing they do is compare. They see references or see this or that. And it’s impossible. It’s like not thinking about elephants, you know. It just doesn’t work.


There are a lot of contemporary artists making movies now – Robert Longo, David Salle, Larry Clark, Julian Schnabel, etc. What do you think are the benefits of moving into cinema for people who are primarily painters?


Well, it’s all about ideas. And some ideas are painting ideas, and some ideas are cinema ideas. And then the cool thing about cinema is that it embraces time and sound and, you know, stories and characters, and it goes on and on and on. And it can be like performance. What you’re searching for is those magical combos of all the elements. And then you get ‘the whole is greater than the sum of the parts’ kinda thing, and then it’s worth the trip. I think cinema is like a magnet for people with ideas, and I don’t see how they stay away from it for so long.
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