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After David Lynch died in January 2025, a public shrine spontaneously appeared around a bright, cheerful mascot at Bob’s Big Boy restaurant in Burbank, California. To the uninitiated, the collection of objects placed there by grieving fans must have seemed strange and unfathomable.


There were many bunches of flowers, some of which had donuts stuffed within. Alongside these were cookies, cups of coffee, cans of creamed corn and packets of Cheetos. There were many loose cigarettes, as well as packets of Marlboro and American Spirit – an unexpected choice, perhaps, to mark the death of someone who died of emphysema. There were numerous photographs of Laura Palmer, a fictional schoolgirl murdered by her own father. Alongside these were many heartfelt letters, drawings of the baby from the film Eraserhead, numerous toy owls and at least one log. On the cards that were left, the phrase ‘In Heaven, everything is fine’ was common, as was the enigmatic statement, ‘The owls are not what they seem.’ There were also, somehow, several blue roses, wilting and decaying as flowers at shrines do. As Lynch fans know well, the blue rose is a flower that does not exist in nature.


It is not normal for public shrines to appear and mark the death of film directors. When we eventually lose honoured and respected filmmakers like Christopher Nolan or Denis Villeneuve there will be a great deal of sadness, but it seems unlikely that masses of admirers will spontaneously congregate at some public location associated with their lives. Spontaneous public shrines usually only appear after the passing of truly unique people, like David Bowie or Princess Diana. If you feel compelled to behave like this after the death of someone you never met, that person must have affected you very deeply. They must have felt like a significant presence in your life. I suspect that, before he died, few would have expected David Lynch to be honoured in this way – in the early twenty-first century, it was difficult to assess his status in the world of cinema.


From one perspective, Lynch was clearly a huge success. He made ten singular feature films over a period of four decades. His 2001 movie Mulholland Drive can be reliably found near the top of lists of the greatest films of the twenty-first century – the LA Film Critics Association called it the best film of the first decade, for example, while a 2016 BBC critics poll voted it the best film of this century and a 2025 New York Times poll placed it second. Lynch won the Palme d’Or at Cannes in 1990 for Wild at Heart and his 1980 movie The Elephant Man was nominated for eight Academy Awards. Over his career, the Academy nominated him three times for the Best Director Oscar, and once for Best Adapted Screenplay. It gave him an Academy Honorary Award in 2019 for ‘fearlessly breaking boundaries in pursuit of his singular cinematic vision’. Most film directors can only dream of achievements like these. This is all before you consider his work in television. Twin Peaks, the series he created with Mark Frost, is often described as a turning point in television history, the herald that called forth the golden age of television drama in the decades that followed.


Yet at the same time, Lynch was a director who was unable to get a film green-lit for the last nineteen years of his life. The list of his unrealised projects that no one would fund – including Ronnie Rocket, Dream of the Bovine, Snootworld, Unrecorded Night, One Saliva Bubble and Antelope Don’t Run No More – breaks the hearts of Lynch’s admirers. The films he did make were usually funded outside of the American studio system, produced either entirely independently like Eraserhead, or by European companies such as StudioCanal or the Dino De Laurentiis Corporation. To mainstream Hollywood, Lynch was seen as too strange, too weird and too out of sync with the cinema-going public to risk funding his movies. People went to the cinema to be told stories that satisfied or comforted them, the thinking went. They did not want to pay money to be confused or unsettled. Lynch’s films, from this perspective, just didn’t make any sense. They were dismissed as art house movies, avant garde experiments or pretentious crap. Lynch loved Los Angeles and lived there most of his life, seduced by the light and the city’s willingness to dream. Many people in LA loved him back. But the film industry, to its great shame, did not.


After his death, it became abundantly clear just how much David Lynch meant to people. As Naomi Watts said on the American TV show Live with Kelly and Mark, ‘The outpouring of love – I don’t know if you’ve witnessed it on social media – has been extraordinary because he really affected so many people. Not just the people he worked with, but how he viewed life and what he gave – just such a big heart. So much purity in there.’


The outpouring of affection and grief was striking not just for its size, but for its depth. This was apparent when a selection of Lynch’s possessions were auctioned less than six months after his death, and the initial estimates attached to each item proved to be a tiny fraction of what they would eventually fetch. His copies of the script for Mulholland Drive, for example, were estimated to sell for $300–500. They ultimately sold for $104,000. His copy of the script for Ronnie Rocket, a film he spent many decades trying and failing to get made, was expected to go for less – $200–300. That sold for $195,000. Every single item that was put up for auction, including his books, his tools, his ashtrays, his furniture, his posters and his film memorabilia, massively overshot the estimates and sold for many thousands of dollars. His home espresso machine sold for $45,000, his director’s chair made $91,000 and even a single ‘Log Lady’ mug reached $11,700. The desire to possess something that Lynch had once owned seemed less a question of celebrity memorabilia and more like the recognition of holy relics. It was a sad irony that, if he could have realised these prices for selling the stuff around his house while he was alive, he might have been able to fund one more of his dream movie projects.


People felt close to David Lynch, like he was a friend they had just not met yet. ‘There are certain figures that you just feel close to,’ the comedian and director Richard Ayoade said as he described his relationship to Lynch’s work to podcaster Adam Buxton. ‘What they do is so impactful and there seems something very truthful about it, that you have a familiarity.’ This sense of connection, ultimately, came from the way that Lynch’s films made their audience feel things that other directors’ films never could. They showed you previously unimagined depths of your soul and this shocked you into realising that you were larger and richer than you ever thought. For this kindness – for being for ever changed in this way – you could only be immensely grateful.


But how did he do this? What is it about his cinematic bag of tricks – his shots of shadows and flickering electricity, his sinister soundscapes and his heartfelt scores, his dreamlike irrational stories – that affects us so deeply? What, exactly, was David Lynch doing? We don’t need to question why we enjoy a film where Tom Cruise hangs from the side of an aeroplane. We understand the appeal of Wes Anderson’s mannered, quirky visual compositions, and we’re not confused about why the happy ending in a romcom feels so satisfying. But why, exactly, do David Lynch’s films affect us like they do? How can he present us with trees swaying in the wind, or a character suddenly becoming another person, or more questions than answers, and it stays with us for ever? And why is it that, when somebody else uses his tricks, it does not achieve the same results?


There is no shortage of unique and extraordinary films, if you are prepared to look for them. There are many wonderful strange, visionary and psychedelic filmmakers at work today – including directors such as Bertrand Mandico, Peter Strickland and Leos Carax. They produce astounding work, often in very challenging conditions. Yet David Lynch remains apart from all these, in a category of one, unique and irreplaceable. What he did was so different and singular that the standard criteria for critiquing films falls apart when confronted by his work. We can take apart his films and list what he was doing, but we struggle to explain what he was doing to us, the audience haunted by his films.


The word ‘Lynchian’ has been used in film circles since 1984. It seems to be a useful, well-understood adjective, and yet, as we will see, no one other than David Lynch has ever been truly Lynchian.
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The state of Idaho is an immense wilderness of mountains and forests punctuated by tracts of farmland and small towns. Roughly the size of mainland Britain, it is relatively unpopulated, home to only a couple of million people. The towns of Idaho are often a great distance from their nearest neighbour – tiny lights of human settlements in a vast, wild ecosystem where the endless rhythms of the natural world are simultaneously calming and awe-inspiring. In landscapes such as these, people seem small and insignificant.


The natural beauty of Idaho was the backdrop to the formative years of David Keith Lynch, a child born five months after the bombing of Hiroshima and the subsequent ending of the Second World War. Lynch spoke often about the blissful childhood years he spent in Boise, in the American northwest. Boise is the state capital and the largest city in Idaho, but back in the 1950s it still possessed the character of a small town. David was raised in a happy, supportive nuclear family with his mother, father and a younger brother and sister. His father Donald was a research scientist at the Department of Agriculture and his job involved the study of forest ecosystems, so from an early age David was aware that there was more to the trees outside of town than their sturdy, solid appearance suggested. Like the rest of the natural world, they were engaged in a constant dance of growth and decay. ‘My father frequently experimented on tree diseases and insects. He had huge forests at his disposal to experiment on,’ Lynch told the film writer Chris Rodley. ‘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.’


Young David also knew that as day slips through dusk into night, the natural world transforms. Different systems of predators and prey come into play. Beauty fades with the light and is replaced with something unknowable and difficult to verbalise. Darkness in a landscape such as this can be total, almost suffocatingly so, especially on a cloudy night. It’s a type of darkness that people who live in cities never experience, but it was a formative part of David’s early years. He recalled being taken out deer hunting at night by his father. ‘We drive out of Boise and we’re on a two-lane highway. The only light is from the headlights of the car and it’s pitch-black. It’s hard for people today to imagine this, because there are no roads that are pitch-black.’ This image of headlights illuminating the rushing tarmac emerging out of thick, overpowering darkness appears repeatedly throughout Lynch’s work, most notably in the openings of Lost Highway and Mulholland Drive. When you journey out into darkness like this, the only light is that which you bring yourself.


Surrounded by this sea of endless unfathomable darkness and the mysterious process of growth and decay it contained, the lights of home took on a new meaning. Those tiny oases of 1950s American culture – home to televisions, Cadillacs, budding suburbs and Elvis records – were a modern Eden: a seeming paradise of abundance and security bold and bright enough to hold back the eternal sea of darkness that surrounded them. A new way of life, protected, prosperous and privileged with no equal in history, emerged in those post-war years. Technology, ingenuity and marketing kept people in a state of amazement, gratitude and excitement. When he was a child, David’s life was usually contained within an area no bigger than a couple of blocks, but that small patch of suburbia was immense in his eyes. It was an entire world, and it contained all that he could ever hope for. You could lose yourself in the lights of that world and never face the darkness outside. ‘Because I grew up in a perfect world, other things were a contrast,’ Lynch said.


One night in the autumn of the late 1950s, as he was turning from a child into a teenager, David Lynch was playing out in the street with his brother John. It was the Eisenhower years and children were free to roam the neighbourhood as they pleased – even at night. Normally the boys would go in when their father called them, but that hadn’t happened this particular night and they were outside later than usual. The streetlights back then were dimmer than modern lights. As Lynch recalled, they made ‘night kind of magical because things just go into black’. Nights like these, deep voids of blackness punctuated by islands of thin light, were often silent and still.


‘I don’t know what we were doing, but from across Shoshone Avenue out of the darkness came kind of like the strangest dream,’ Lynch later recalled. As the boys watched, a naked woman, beaten and bleeding from the mouth and walking awkwardly, emerged out of the blackness. She walked towards the brothers but did not seem to see them. ‘She came walking strangely across Shoshone and came into Park Circle Drive and it seemed like she was a giant, and she came closer and closer, and my brother started to cry. Something was bad wrong with her.’ As children, the boys could not make sense of what they were seeing in the way that an adult would – other than to intuit that something was very wrong. ‘It was very mysterious, like we were seeing something otherworldly, and I wanted to do something for her, but I was little, I didn’t know what to do.’ David was mainly struck by the colour of the woman’s skin which, as it emerged from the black void into the weak light, was the colour of milk. ‘She sat down on the curb,’ he recalled. ‘I might have asked, “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” But she didn’t say anything. She was scared and beat up, but even though she was traumatized, she was beautiful.’ He could not recall what happened after this, and the identity and fate of this woman is unknown – another incident of trauma lost in the void of unrecorded history.


This visitation echoes throughout Lynch’s body of work, as if he was compelled to return to what this moment felt like and try to communicate it to others. A figure emerging out of darkness into the light appears in many of his films, most notably Laura Dern’s character in Blue Velvet and Bill Pullman’s character in Lost Highway. Lynch restaged the stilted walk of an abused girl returning to civilisation in the pilot episode of Twin Peaks, with the shot of Ronette Pulaski walking across the iron rail bridge. Isabella Rossellini re-enacts the moment almost exactly in Blue Velvet, when she appears naked and bruised on a nocturnal suburban street. In his work, evil repeatedly manifests in the form of sexual violence against women, but Lynch did not tell simple stories about a bad man who needs to be caught and punished. The abuse is typically presented as a symptom of larger and darker forces, outside of the light, which we struggle to comprehend.


David Lynch’s Charlie Brown-style childhood in Boise was a golden time for white America. It coincided with a peacetime economic boom between the end of the Korean War and the start of the Vietnam War, and to experience this time of safety and freedom through the eyes of a child could be quite magical. Lynch portrays the white picket fences of small-town America at the start of Blue Velvet as a form of paradise bathed in the glow of goodness. But outside this light, he goes on to tell us, in the darkness beyond where the trees rot and die, there exists real evil. This is not the evil of bad choices or heartless decisions. It is an evil so incomprehensible to us that we can only experience it with the innocence and ignorance of a child. The feeling that David got when this woman walked into his protected world, a visitor from the dark realm outside, would haunt his work for the rest of his life.


The nameless naked woman with a bloodied mouth showed David that what was dark and secret could enter the light. And whenever this happened, it would be steeped in mystery.
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One of the most striking aspects of Lynch’s persona is his old-time mid-western charm and his purposeful, declarative style of speaking. This never felt like an affectation adopted to brand him as distinctive, but a genuine expression of his upbringing. It was the product of his happy childhood in a loving nuclear family who, along with their friends and neighbours, saw themselves as living the American Dream. He was hardly the only film director of his generation to have such an all-American upbringing, but while others came to see those attitudes as hokey or just not cool, Lynch never rejected them. It is hard to imagine the great and good of modern Hollywood using expressions like ‘peachy-keen’ or ‘that was solid gold, buster!’


David Lynch’s childhood was so wholesome and respectable that he attained the rank of Eagle Scout, and in that capacity he was selected to seat VIP guests at President Kennedy’s inaugural parade. Each morning, his father set out to work wearing a grey-green, forest service ten-gallon hat, worn with a regular suit. As a child David was embarrassed by this but looking back as an adult, he saw his dad as ‘totally cool’. The statue of a cowboy outside the Lucky 7 Insurance company offices in Twin Peaks: The Return, which so fascinates Dougie Jones, is based on a photograph of Lynch’s dad.


The 1950s were such a pivotal moment in the evolution of American identity, as Lynch saw it, that they never really went away. His films and television series from the mid-1980s to the early ’90s seemed to be set in a timeless era that was partly the present day but also somehow simultaneously the world he grew up in. ‘There was something in the air that is not there anymore at all,’ he said about the 1950s. ‘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.’ In time, Lynch would be seen as an oddity for his expressions of positive, folksy values and small-town sayings. By the 1970s and ’80s, these were deeply unfashionable – to sophisticated city dwellers, at least. For Lynch, however, this was just who he was. He never attempted to portray himself as something that he was not.
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