Centre for Film Studies.

LT121: Introduction To Film Studies.

Week 25, Class 20. Alternative Narration II: Transparency Undermined.
Mulholland Drive (David Lynch, 2001).

1. David Lynch. Lynch (1946 - ) was born in Missoula, Montana and had an art school education. His filmography includes The Grandmother (1970), Eraserhead (1977), The Elephant Man (1980), Dune (1984), Blue Velvet (1986), Wild At Heart (1990), Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me (1992), Lost Highway (1997). He achieved widespread success with his 1990-91 TV series Twin Peaks. His films have tended to receive critical acclaim and so called “cult status” but on the whole have not done well at the box office. Thus Lynch has endured a fraught relationship with the Hollywood studios who have frequently taken fright at Lynch’s refusal to follow the path of narrative realism. The reading from David Hughes’ The Complete Lynch details the difficulties Lynch experienced in getting Mulholland Drive made. 
2. The Absurdist Vision. Following the decline of religious belief in the West, an ongoing  process since the rise of humanism in the 15th/16th Centuries accelerated by the Enlightenment, the rise of science, industrialisation and the catastrophes of twentieth century history, philosophers have been faced with the problem of defining the meaning of human existence in the absence of any external, supernatural, divinely ordained meaning imposed independently of man’s own agency. One of the “meanings” that has been proposed to fill this void is the paradoxical “absence of meaning.” According to this notion there is no inherent meaning to existence – we just are. Such a vision leaves us free to create for ourselves any meaning we like: this freedom has proved to be as undermining as it has liberating. On the one hand there are the romantics who “follow the dream” and attempt to fashion their lives in accordance with what they believe they would love to do; on the other are the pragmatists who adopt the existential stance and try to learn to love what they find themselves doing. In either case the absence of inherent meaning can lead to the conclusion the existence is absurd. This state is allegorised in the Myth of Sisyphus, which originates in classical mythology and was given a modern interpretation by the French novelist Albert Camus (1913 – 1960) in his essay of 1942. Sisyphus was condemned by the Judges of the Dead to push a great stone up a hill; on reaching the top the stone would invariably roll back down to the bottom again and Sisyphus’ toil would recommence. According to Camus modern humanity is like Sisyphus, but  salvation lies in embracing this fate; the endlessly repeated rolling of the stone is to be accepted as the meaning of life in an absurd universe; modern humans learn to love what they do rather than do what they love. 

3. Narrative Form and Absurdity.  Absurdity has always been opposed by conservative thought and thus it is not surprising to find that the absurd vision tends to be elided from popular culture during reactionary periods. In addition, as we have noted repeatedly in this course, Hollywood has tended to create a popular culture that is strongly wedded to what we have come to regard as “classical Hollywood realism.” We discussed the implications of this narrative form last week with reference to Run Lola Run. Thus any filmmaker who wishes to create a narrative that expresses an absurdist view of human existence will experience certain difficulties if operating within the Hollywood system. Such has been the fate of David Lynch. 

It should be obvious that Mulholland Drive deliberately rejects the conventions of classical narrative in some radical ways. With careful attention to repeated viewings one could form a detailed notion of the film’s  syuzhet*, but as to the fabula*, that remains ‘unknowable’ in my reading of the film. This is because the narrative features multiple diegesis without any linearity of narrative cause and effect. There appear to be a number of different unconnected narrative threads interwoven in the film, but their relation in space and time is not made clear. Indeed a number of them appear to reject ‘reality;’ they appear ‘dream-like’.  Needless to say questions raised in the narrative remain unanswered. In Wollen’s terms the film denies Narrative Transitivity, Identification, Transparency, Single Diegesis, Closure. It can be seen as having been influenced by the likes of Bunuel and Godard. This is perhaps the nearest we get to Hollywood Counter cinema. The Bunuel influence is perhaps the stronger; Mulholland Drive is surely a surrealist film; think of the work we did last term on surrealism.
* Fabula and Syuzhet are terms use by theorists to describe narrative form. They derive from Russian formalism and are used to distinguish between the ‘real time order of events in full detail in a fiction, and the order in which those events are depicted in the film’s actual narrative. These may seem at first sight to be the same but consider the use of flashback, the withholding of information to create suspense, or the depiction of events via a purely subjective viewpoint or consciousnesses. Fabula is the real time full order of events that lie behind what is depicted in a narrative, and Syuzhet is the events as they are depicted in the film itself (ie the plot). 

Thus in Mulholland Drive, as in any film, we can describes the syuzhet, complex though it is; but the fabula is surely beyond us – in my view deliberately so.   
4. Mulholland Drive.  There is no getting away from the fact that Mulholland Drive is a puzzling movie. To a considerable extent it can be thought of as a film that refuses to admit of “meaning” in the sense in which we usually ascribe it to a text. This is in accord with the absurdism of Lynch’s view of the nature of human existence. However this week’s main reading, Martha Nochimson’s article in Film Quarterly 56.1 (2002), does attempt to provide some clues as to how audiences might read the film, since expressing the absurdity of human existence is not the same as not expressing anything at all. It is not difficult to see that Mulholland Drive is related to Lynch’s jaundiced view of the way on which Hollywood’s power brokers have dealt with him and frustrated his attempts to make the kinds of films he wants. His is the classic cry of outrage of the artist whose creativity and imagination are stifled by those who neither understand nor care about his work. Thus Lynch’s absurdism is to some extent a reaction to his own fraught relationship with Hollywood and its money men. Nochimsom gives a detailed reading of the complexities of the film but in essence she suggests that it portrays the deathly effects of a refusal of the creative moment, that instant when a possibility presents itself but is rejected through a failure of nerve, a lack of the courage that would have been needed to take the leap into that darkness in which Lynch believes the creative impulse to reside. It is clear that he believes that this darkness is that of the human subconscious, the realm in which reason plays no part and from which “imagination bodies forth the forms of things unknown” (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, V.1)*. Thus Adam’s creative work as a film director is destroyed by his submission to the Mafiosi who control the studio’s finances. He also fails to seize the moment when he “turns to see Betty for the first time” (Nochimson 41), a moment that could have led both of them to a realisation of their creative dream; “It is the shock of authentic contact, the Lynchian site of what is most precious in human life, …” (41) It is popular culture’s failure to provide this “authentic contact” that makes Lynch’s world of film culture absurd. Nochimson writes, “There was a moment … when fullness might have been married to the images of popular culture. The question for Lynch is always whether the imaginary  connects with something beyond itself or languishes in the void of solipsism.” (43) There is a final Shakespearean moment at the end of the film when the mysterious woman in the Club Silencio has the final word “Silencio;” Hamlet’s final words are “The rest is  silence.” Hamlet also fails to come to terms with the absurdism of his world, failing to grasp the creative possibilities of his situation and turning instead to destructive solipsism.  But for all its apparent pessimism and wilfully impenetrable complexity Mulholland Drive retains the ability to engage with the audience imaginatively and emotionally. It is itself a dazzling and determined attempt to turn the base metal of commercially compromised popular culture into the gold of an imaginative creation with the power to communicate at a level beyond the merely rational and outside the conventions of narrative realism. Paradoxically it is itself an example of that which it seems to declare to be impossible. 

Mulholland Drive is similar in many respects to Lynch’s Lost Highway (1997). Both films interweave stories in which characters appear to become interchangeable and a degree of circularity is apparent. In the case of Mulholland Drive this interchangeableness could lead us to conclude that the film presents us with two contrasted versions of  Betty/Diane’s career in Hollywood, namely success and disaster. The two versions diverge after Adam and Betty “miss their moment” (as Nochimson suggests) at the casting session where Adam concedes that “this is the girl.” 

This reading seems quite plausible but, in my view, a strictly rational reading of the film, one that makes complete narrative sense, is a contradiction of the film’s whole form and purpose. I for one am happy to allow Lynch’s mysterious but powerful creation to work on me in its own way, rather like music. 

The extract from David Hughes’ The Complete Lynch outlines the tortured process whereby Mulholland Drive came to be made (as a feature film rather than a TV series). Lynch’s troubles are those of the non-commercial director working in the absolutely commercial world that is American TV programming and Hollywood film-making. It is worth remembering that all cinema film-making is ‘commercial’; all film making costs money and this money has to come from somewhere. Ultimately the audience gets the cinema it deserves. Hughes gives us a revealing quote from Lynch himself: ‘On a (TV) series you can keep having beginnings and middles, and develop story for ever.’ . . . ‘I was lured back (to TV) because of a really strong desire to tell a continuing story in which you go deeper and deeper into a world and you get lost in that world. A pilot is open-ended, and, when it’s over, you feel all these threads going out into the infinite which, to me, is a beautiful thing. It’s like a body with no head.’
Robert Sinnerbrink analyses the film in a seemingly contradictory manner. He rejects Zizek’s approach as unduly rigid, suggesting that the latter takes a set philosophical (Lacanian) theoretical approach and applies it to the film ‘by force’ as it were – making the film fit the theory rather than the other way around (an all too common failing of theorists). However Sinnerbrink then goes on to ‘explain’ the film’s highly complex narrative in great detail. He accepts the argument of those critics who see the film as depicting Dianne/Betty’s fantasy of love and stardom in one narrative thread and the sordid, violent and murderous reality of her Hollywood  existence, an existence that culminates in murder, madness and suicide. This interpretation can been seen as constructed in extraordinary and minute detail and to thus cohere as a narrative whole, albeit on separate fantasy/reality levels. There are two problems with this approach, the second of which Sinnerbrink acknowledges. The first is that this interpretation is so complex that it requires many careful viewings of the film in order to work it out. This is OK, but it fails to account for the film’s power and success, and that of Lynch generally. However, accepting the film as surrealist, and allowing it to do its mysterious work by whatever means it may, is surely the way it does function, even if the complex structure is present for those who have the time and patience to piece it together. In fact, as remarked above, Sinnerbrink does contradict his own apparent position, pointing out that some aspects of the film, particularly the final sequence at the Club Silencio, leave us with a sense that Lynch is happy with the mystery that cinematic illusion can create, that he does acknowledge cinema’s ability to communicate with us on levels that elude rational analysis. Cinema is his ultimate subject and he revels in its power to go beyond conscious intellectualism into that enigmatic other world that only art can reach.  
5 The Dream.  A number of critics have noted the relation between Mulholland Drive and dreaming. It is perhaps no coincidence that the above quote* is from Shakespeare’s Dream. Mulholland Drive is a real road in Los Angeles, overlooking the city and Hollywood itself. And much of the mise-en-scène of the film is strongly realistic, especially when each sequence is viewed in isolation from the narrative as a whole. But narrative logic as such is denied by the film and some sequences are non-realist or even surreal. In this respect the film has a dream like quality; dreams can often look or feel “real” while at the same time the dream narrative is highly unreal. It has been suggested that one aspect of the film – the “Betty” part perhaps – is being dreamt by Diane. But the complexities of the interwoven narratives are such that this seems to me to be a desperate attempt to “make sense” of a narrative that is not supposed to make sense in the conventional manner. This dream aspect concerns the whole film in my opinion – it is all dream-like, not just part of it. It is a dream that Lynch provides for us to experience as an expression of his absurdist vision. 

Consider the refusal of realism implied in the following aspects of the film:-

· The car crash on Mulholland Drive – what happens to the other car and its occupants? They are never seen or referred to after the moment of the crash.

· After the dance sequence the camera moves down onto a red pillow; we hear the sound of breathing; this is a subjective shot  without suture. Are we, the audience, to be cast as the sleepers and is the film is to be “our” dream? 

· The man in the café describes his dream; on exploring the dream he meets it – it appears to be a figure of (his) death.

· The absurd, almost comic, murders lead to the theft of “the book of numbers” but this is never linked to any other aspect of the narrative.

·  Betty becomes Diane – a completely different person in the film. ‘Rita’ also becomes someone else as does Coco. This is what mystifies those who believe that narrative logic must be maintained. But dreams do not follow narrative logic; absurdism can be expressed by contradicting such logic. These changes of persona can simply be accepted as just that. Naomi Watts plays two different people in this film and that is all there is to it. (Just as she becomes a femme fatale in the rehearsal scene). The same can be said for the other changes of persona that occur. The ‘meaning’ of the film results from our contemplation of the experience of this complex narrative – or rather these ‘impossibly’ interconnected narratives. 

· Diane has a surreal vision (or hallucination) of the old couple who accompanied Betty on her flight to Los Angeles. It is this that provokes her suicide. But we have already  encountered her corpse when Betty and ‘Rita’ investigate the apartment. Significantly they spend most of the film trying to find out who ‘Rita’ “really is.” The quest for identity is one of the film’s themes and one of the sources of its fascination. In an absurdist universe the very notion of identity is challenged.
6. Extracts from Mulholland Drive.

1. From Lost Highway. If Lynch’s films work like music then this is the kind of music he has in mind. The conventions of rhythm, melody, unity, tonality and harmony are rejected. This is the music of the absurd; its pain and confusion cannot be expressed by adhering to the usual rules; the same may be said of Mulholland Drive. 

2. The dance sequence from the beginning of Mulholland Drive. This is rather like the jazz sequence from Lost Highway. How many couples are dancing? Rejection of classical realist conventions. It transpires that this is (probably) the dance contest that Betty wins and that results in her coming to Hollywood – in pursuit of her dream. 

3. (1.35) The red pillow – entering a dream? The crash. What happens to the other car – and its occupants? Rejection of closure. Laura Harring iconic actor. Femme fatale of film noir?

(Mulholland Drive is dedicated to the memory of  Jennifer Syme who played a small part in Lost Highway and was killed in an early morning car crash in Los Angeles in  April, 2001. Syme had been the girlfriend of Keanu Reeves. She became pregnant but the child was stillborn. The sadness of these meaningless deaths reinforces the absurdist vision of human life and death.)

4. (11.00) Unknown woman asleep. At Winkies café. (Pun – 40 winks =  sleep, the occasion of dreams). The dream of death. How does this fit into the fabula? One of several such ‘strands’ – multiple diegesis. Ends back with woman asleep. 

5. (1.11.00) The rehearsal – Naomi Watts as protean actor. The glance between Betty and Adam – nothing results. Adam has not created using Betty’s talent (but Lynch has). 

6. (1.44.00) At the Club Silencio. Performance is an illusion. The singer collapses but the song continues; it is a recording. Identity is an illusion – a socially constructed concept – a performance. 
7. “Silencio” – “The rest is silence.” What is left at the end of the film is a reference to cinema itself and the power it has to communicate imaginatively, emotionally, subconsciously – in ways that go beyond our intellectual compass, that cannot be spoken.

7. Further Viewing.

Blue Velvet (Lynch, US, 1986).  Lynch’s most notorious film. A satire on suburban US life that makes Hitchcock seems understated. Lynch’s surrealist narrative form leaves the viewer to construct the narrative as best he/she may.

The White Ribbon (Haneke, Germany, 2009).  The true nature and source of the horrific events of the film remain obscure to the end. Once again the viewer must construct as best he/she may, but no complete answers are forthcoming. 

Y tu mama también (Cuaron, Mexico, 2001).  Another Latin American film. Transparency  is challenged by the use of a voice over which tells a story different to that shown on screen. Made more complex by the fact that neither form of narration tells the ‘whole’ story.
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