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  INTRODUCTION

  A few years ago I was working on a short film which one of my friends was directing. During shooting, a lot of the cast and crew were staying at his house, and one night a few of us decided to watch David Lynch’s Eraserhead (1977). By the time the lady in the radiator with lumpy hamster-pouch cheeks performed her foetus-stomping routine, one actor became incredibly frustrated and protested that the film didn’t make any sense. I replied with something like ‘It doesn’t need to make sense. Just watch it’, and a few scenes later, he said ‘It makes a lot more sense now that I know it doesn’t need to make sense.’

  This anecdote serves as an example – however minimal – of the way in which Lynch’s films might change the way a spectator thinks about cultural norms. In this case, Eraserhead engendered the realisation that films don’t need to make sense. However, due to its mimetic nature, film is a medium which often works to support cultural norms beyond its concerns as an art-form more so than any other. A pop song might instantiate verse-chorus form or the chromatic scale as somehow natural, yet a film might not only reinforce the rules of continuity editing as natural, but also the ‘rules’ of current society. It is therefore conceivable that, in terms of films which destabilise their spectator and all but demand a new mode of reception, the inverse is also possible, and the spectator who realises that films don’t need to make sense, might realise that many other aspects of life which he/she takes as given do not need to be so.

  The notion that film might serve this revolutionarily emancipatory purpose through spectatorial destabilisation is especially crucial now, when the unashamed imposition of ideology by those in power is particularly vigorous. Beyond mass market advertising, whose aggressive promotion of normativity is of course a constant under late capitalism, this is evident in two speeches made by David Cameron, one at a Witney youth centre in the aftermath of the 2011 summer riots across the UK, and another made in December of the same year to the Church of England clergy in Oxford. In the latter, he referred to a (biblical) ‘set of values and morals which make Britain what it is today’ and blamed virtually every element of social unrest and corruption in banking and politics (all of which, according to Cameron, was obviously the work of errant agents rather than product of the systems themselves) on the dissolution of said set of values and morals. This point of view is one which he espoused to greater – and more insidious – length in the former speech, in which he proclaimed that ‘we have been unwilling for too long to talk about what is right and what is wrong’, as if the world – or the nation, even – had come to some sort of consensus in these matters.

  This appeal to a notional essentialist moral code was not uncommon during the 2011 summer riots, and one of the most obscene examples was provided by Edwina Currie on Newsnight, when she conflated the values of market capitalism with such a supposed code in a clunky rhetorical manoeuvre. ‘This is not the behaviour of a group of people who have any kind of morality’, she harped, arguing that the reasons for the disorder did not lie with disenfranchised youth being ‘disconnected from jobs or whatever’, but instead asserting that the riots were product of these people’s disconnection ‘from any real sense of right and wrong: any real sense that says what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is yours, and I don’t touch it’, as if the concept of private property isn’t simply a contingency of capitalism, and has anything to do with ‘a real sense of right and wrong.’

  In both the speech to the youth centre and the speech to the Church of England clergy, with almost precisely the same wording, Cameron made the grand concluding statement that ‘this moral neutrality, this relativism [is] not going to cut it anymore.’ But if relativism has proved itself insufficient for Cameron, is the implication that moral absolutism is the answer? It is not as if the representations serving the interests of certain of society’s strata are not already hypostasized and the oppressed obfuscated by the dominant discourse in its presentation of ‘the way things are’; it is not as if it is not already the case that our ‘supposedly universal international law…cannot be dissociated from certain European philosophical concepts’ (Derrida, 83). However, the fact that, at the time of writing this introduction, the prime minister of Britain seems to be – quite unambiguously – laying the foundation for one-size-fits-all authoritarian lifestyle guidelines means that now is a moment when the cultivation of a mindset which refuses to accept norms as pre-given is more crucial than ever, and throughout this book, I argue that the films of David Lynch are well suited to cultivate such a mindset.


  A REPRODUCTION OF THE IMAGE OF LIFE

  Serious discussion of film’s capacity to essentialise cultural norms – and, thereby, the notion that the inverse might also be possible – first arose in the post-1968 ‘argument between a politics of subject matter and a politics of subjectivity’ primarily forwarded and debated in the pages of Screen and in the lively contestation of The London Film-Maker’s Co-op (Caughie, 106). Premises which arose in these forums pose the conventional feature film as aligned with normalising ideology by its mode of address alone, and one of the most convincing and theoretically rigorous documents from this time is Colin Maccabe’s essay Realism and the Cinema. In this essay, Maccabe refers to the conventional feature film as ‘classic realist.’ He defines as classic realist any artwork – whether it be a film, painting, book or play -which purports to present ‘some fixed reality…from an objective point of view’ which is ‘beyond argument’ (42-49). Maccabe argues that classic realist works thereby present contingency as pre-given, and that crucial to this normalisation is the third-person address, which Maccabe refers to as the text’s metalanguage. In classic realist literature, this metalanguage is comprised of the words within fiction’s prose which are not enclosed within quotation marks, and which might therefore discuss the veracity of the words within the prose which are enclosed within quotation marks. This metalanguage ‘simply allows reality to appear’, and thereby is not open to reinterpretation (Maccabe, 36).

  In the classic realist film, asserts Maccabe, this metalanguage - the ‘truth against which we can measure the discourses’ - is provided by the camera, which ‘is not articulated as part of the productive process of the film’ (37). As he elaborates, ‘the knowledge which the film provides of how things really are...is the metalanguage in which we can talk of the various characters in the film’ (Maccabe, 38), and this is undeniably the case. Unless it is vigorously signposted as thus – in the case of, for example, a dream or fantasy sequence of one of the characters within the film’s diegesis – that which the classic realist film shows us is never in question. We are presented with a series of images which assert themselves as cumulative to the cultivation of, in the words of Andre Bazin, ‘an integral realism, a recreation of the world in its own image, an image unburdened by the freedom of interpretation of the artist or the irreversibility of time’ (36).

  This mode of filmmaking, then, ostensibly places its spectator in a position of unproblematic omniscience[1], and thereby ‘entails that the only problem that reality poses is to go and look and see what things there are’ because it presents reality as ‘not articulated’ (Maccabe, 39). In doing so, Maccabe and many of his contemporaries argue that its address ‘imposes as “truth” the vision of the world entertained by a certain class’(Dayan, 184), disavowing its subjective nature and hypostasizing its representations. Fundamentally, they posit that, ‘instead of holding to a reproduction of life’, the classic realist film ‘holds to a reproduction of the image of life’ (Heath, 4).

  Central to this problematic is the manner in which, despite the archetypal classic realist film’s mode of address refusing ‘its status as discourse (as articulation), in favour of its self-presentation of simply identity, complete knowledge’ (Maccabe, 69), it cultivates this apparently objective omniscience through effecting ‘a choice in what it describes’, and elucidating its diegesis with ‘certain scenes rather than others’ (Godard, 222). It primarily engenders a mode of reception based on an ‘intricate concern with the consequences’ of characters’ actions (Le Grice, 177). Thereby, while purportedly conveying a fictional world in its totality, the archetypal classic realist film’s scenes are primarily of significance in terms of that which proceeds from and precedes them.

  A pertinent parallel which can be drawn with the dominant discourse here is in terms of its historiography. As Walter Benjamin argues in his celebrated essay Theses on the Philosophy of History, the historiography of the dominant discourse ‘contends itself with establishing a causal connection between various moments’ and disavows ‘every image of the past that is not recognised by the present as one of its own concerns’ (247-255). It is Benjamin’s contention, then, that, while ostensibly objective, the historiography of the dominant discourse is in fact selective and serves the interests of those in power, primarily considering moments as nexuses in reference to a perceived outcome. Similarly - as I delineate above - the archetypal classic realist film engenders a mode of reception for which the value of each scene is largely dependent upon that which came before and, ultimately, the significance of each scene might be decisively judged in reference to the film’s conclusion. Like the historiography of the dominant discourse, it is ostensibly objective, yet its apparent totality is composed of units whose concerns are narrow. Thereby, one might argue that the historiography of the dominant discourse and the classic realist film are both – as Roland Barthes writes of history and the classical novel in Writing Degree Zero – ‘plane projections of a curved and organic world of which the serial story…presents…a degraded image’ (35).

  For scholars of the post-1968 leftist school of thought, then, the classic realist text ‘works on the concealing of the dominant discourse as articulation’ and ‘presents itself exactly as the presentation of objects’ by ‘fixing the subject in a point of view from which everything becomes obvious’ (Maccabe, 44 - 47). They posit that the mode of reception engendered by the classic realist film - a mode of reception which does not question the fundamental norms of the film’s world - is mirrored by a mindset which experiences the ‘real world’ without ‘recognition of the imposition of ideologies’ (Gidal, 11).

  However, these formulations have been met with harsh criticism. In his essay Against “The System of the Suture”, for example, William Rothman argues against such theories, putting forward the following conclusions:

  The commonsense position would appear to be that “classical cinema” has through its complex history served a variety of masters. “Classical” films, to be sure, have in countless cases served many different forms of bourgeois ideology. But they have also been instrumental in concrete attacks on particular ideological forms. Nor has…anything [ruled] out the possibility that there have been “classical” films that were their own masters. (198)

  I would argue, however, that Rothman simply does not harbour the discontent with the status quo which is necessary for one to reach absolutist assertions concerning the classic realist film’s collusion with the dominant discourse. For Rothman, the variegated content of different classic realist films is apparently enough to make the claim that their mode of address is self-same – or that this mode of address is that which is problematic – appear absurd.

  A similar satisfaction with the status quo limits David Bordwell’s engagement with such arguments. Specifically countering Maccabe’s essay, Bordwell posits that to claim that all films which present a narrative in a coherent diegesis from the third-person perspective are ideologically mediated ‘only to grant that most films “efface” or “conceal” this process’, is pointless (62). Bordwell affirms that a ‘spectator should construct a narrator’ only when the film signals under certain circumstances that one must do so (62), and thereby only sees the necessity to discern an articulator when that articulator is presumed to be part of the diegesis. In this approach, there is little hope of querying the fundamental norms of a film’s fictional world, but it is doubtful that Bordwell considers the querying of the dominant discourse’s fundamental norms a necessity either. However, if we do accept that the dominant discourse’s effacement of ideology is problematic, I think essays such as Maccabe’s remain pertinent in their highlighting of parallels between the mode of reception engendered by the classic realist text and the passive internalisation/reproduction of norms as pre-given which is engendered by the dominant discourse.

  If we consider these analogues to be valid, then, and accept that the placement of the spectator as third-person theoretically renders film incapable of challenging established modes of thought, it follows that films might avoid such an impasse by placing the spectator as first-person, in a position which lacks the comfort of stabilised knowledge and values elements primarily for their audiovisual texture and multitudinous connotation as opposed to some fixed significance. In his work on David Lynch’s Lost Highway (1997), Slavoj Žižek derides an appreciation of film which is based upon that which he refers to as a ‘leftist, anarchic-obscurantist...insistence that one should renounce all interpretive effort and let ourselves go to the full ambiguity and richness [of] audio and visual texture’ (17), but surely this is a mode of reception which resists the passive internalisation of cultural norms as essential to a greater extent than any other.

  David Lynch has never displayed particularly leftist political impetus behind his filmmaking. This is a man who - at one time - ‘was incapable of an intellectual discussion…and ate only at McDonald’s’ (Chion, 38), and who is prone to such self-effacing homilies as ‘if I told you I was enlightened, and this is enlightened filmmaking, that would be another story. But I’m just a guy from Missoula, Montana, doing my thing, going down the road like everybody else’ (91). Yet Lynch’s first film, Six Figures (1966), quite overtly lends itself to such an emancipatory mode of reception. The film, originally projected onto a sculpted screen, depicts six partial figures vomiting as a siren rings out on the soundtrack. While the version which is currently in distribution repeats this scene six times, the original looped indefinitely. Eric

  G. Wilson acknowledges that the film thwarts attempts to understand its action from the viewpoint of omniscience when he writes that ‘regardless of how hard one tries to interpret this film, one in the end remains disarmed’ (2), and one cannot draw parallels with the film’s structure and the historiography of the dominant discourse either, since its scenes do not progress towards an endpoint. Instead, they relentlessly repeat the same action, thrillingly immersive but cumulative to nothing.

  However, Lynch has proceeded to employ the visual rhetoric of the classic realist film in his work. In all his feature films, the action is formally presented from a third-person perspective - in that the camera itself is not articulated as a presence within the diegesis and yet there is no correspondence between its eye and a diegetic ‘I’ - and the scenes are largely composed as according to the dictates of an anthropocentric traversal of three-dimensional space. As Michel Chion writes, unlike Six Figures, Lynch’s feature films do not ostensibly ‘seek to revolutionise film language’, and their ‘syntax is fairly traditional’ (39). They still, however, elicit a mode of reception averse to the mindset of the dominant discourse, to which many critical accounts attest. Chris Rodley, for instance, describes the experience of a Lynch film as ‘primarily a sensory experience’ which cannot be simply summarised in terms of ‘the very nature of what one has seen’ (ix- xi). He writes that Lynch ‘deals in a direct way with ideas, images and feelings that make themselves known to him in ways other than the printed word’: a destabilisation of taxonomical, fixed knowledge (xi).
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