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In David Lynch's recent film The Straight Story, the 73
year-old veteran Alvin Straight (R chard Farnsworth) fell and had
been unable to get up off his kitchen floor. Sitting agitated in
a doctor's office, he fears what nost of us do - an unfavorable
di agnosis. The doctor delivers the inevitable bad news: Alvin is
in the beginning stages of enphysenma, his hips are bad so he w |
need two canes to wal k, and he is going blind due to his
di abetes. Stubbornly, Alvin refuses to pay for X-rays to check
for other health problens, to give up his cigars, and to tell his
daught er Rose (Sissy Spacek) the serious nature of his health.

Alvin's bodily limtations do not stop himwhen he | earns
that his estranged brother, who lives a state away in Wsconsin,
has just suffered a stroke. Alvin decides to make the trip to
reconcile with his brother "in [his] own way" traveling 5 mles
an hour on his riding nower - the one way he can get there by his
own volition. The enotional resonance of The Straight Story cones
fromStraight's ability to overcone the doubts of his friends and
his own pride to nmend his relationship wiwth his brother.

The films critical acclaimand Farnsworth's GOscar
nom nation reveal that Alvin's struggle is a significant one. The
fact that the filmdeals with disability, and that it was
directed by fil mmaker David Lynch who is infanmous for his dark,
hal | uci nogeni ¢ fables of human viol ence and sexuality, |ike
Eraserhead (1977), Blue Velvet (1986), and Lost Hi ghway (1997),
may at first seemincongruous. However, if one takes a closer
| ook at Lynch's other filns, the thene of disability can
consistently be found there as well. This article will exam ne
how Lynch treats the thenme of disability not only in The Strai ght
Story, but in his filmcanon, so as to discern his position
towar ds both the disabled body and its counterpart, the " nornal
body.

David Lynch consistently foregrounds i mages of the disabled
body: the | egl ess woman (Cat heri ne Coul son) of his short film The
Amput ee; John Merrick (John Hurt) of The El ephant Man; Ed
(Leonard Watkins), a blind man worki ng at Beaunont's hardware
store in Blue Velvet; Juana (G ace Zabriske) who has a wooden | eg
in Wld at Heart; the host of disabled characters on Twi n Peaks,

i ncl udi ng one-eyed Nadi ne Hurly (Wendy Robie) and one-arned



Phillip Gerard (Al Strobel); Arnie (Richard Pryor) in Lost

H ghway who is in the advanced stages of nultiple sclerosis
requiring the use of a notorized wheelchair; and, finally, Avin
Straight in The Straight Story and his daughter Rose who has a
pronounced speech inpedinment. Al these characters inply on
Lynch's part a fascination with the disabled body that has proved
probl ematic for sone critics.

Davi d Foster \Wallace, conm ssioned to wite an article on
Lost Highway for Prem ere magazine, clains Lynch's use of Richard
Pryor as an auto shop boss is exploitative because Pryor is
"painful to watch, and not painful in a good way or a way that
has anything to do wth the business of the novie" (188). Wall ace
neverthel ess states that Pryor is "synbolically perfect” in Lost
Hi ghway since he "both is and is not the "real' Richard Pryor"
(189). However, Wall ace appears to be commenting nore on his own
unconfortable reaction to the vul nerable nature of the human body
than on Pryor hinself since Pryor appears to Wallace to be |ess
"real" due to the fact that he is now di sabl ed. Because Lynch
cast Pryor wwth his disability, does that inply that Lynch is
exploiting Pryor's condition? Such a question opens up not only
what signification the disabled body has in Lynch's art, but
whet her the disabled body is a normal' phenonenon in
contenporary cinena.

Lynch's exploration of disability beconmes an organi zi ng
category of his art that allows people with disabilities to
chal | enge conventional conceptualizations of the body and
normal cy in Hollywod. Disability and ci nema have nuch in conmon
because both create di scourses about the body. Throughout his
films, Lynch depicts how disability renders the concept of
normal cy tragic and i nadequate. The three nost striking exanpl es
he offers concerning the destructive nature of normalcy are the
baby in Eraserhead, John Merrick in The El ephant Man, and the
di sabl ed characters in Twi n Peaks including Lynch's own acting
stint as a partially deaf man. Filmcritic Chris Rodl ey
guestioned Lynch on the |arge nunber of "disadvantaged" people in
his filmWId at Heart. Lynch explained that he did not want to
exploit them but to create an atnosphere where one gets "the
feeling of the joy of everyone being together, regardl ess of
whatever. And it's just great. There's another thing going on.
Everybody's wel cone. That's the way it should be" (153-54).
Lynch's optim stic, poetic vision is not a naive one since he
does not seek to code people with disabilities as “special'

Whet her the audi ence perceives Lynch's representations in this
manner, however, is another matter.

Al t hough the big screen has commonly represented disability,
usually to code one as a villain or as patronizingly special, it
rarely invites an enpowering audi ence identification. To flesh
out why, we nust confront not only how ci nema structures our
attitudes toward the body, but how social ideals |ike normalcy
seek to stigmatize disabilities. Filmis fascinated with the
human formand its "main goal, one mght say, is the construction
and reconstruction of the body" (Davis 151). However, as Wendel



points out, only the current ideals of beauty and abl e-bodi edness

are generally reinforced: "idealizing the body and wanting to
control it go hand-in-hand; it is inpossible to say whet her one
causes the other. A physical ideal gives us the goal [. . .] to

control the body, and the nyth that total control is possible
deceives us into striving for the ideal" (268-69).

VWhat i s perhaps nost disturbing about the idealized body is
the fact that "this body is not actually the norm but [. . .]
the fantasized, hypostatized body of commodified desire" (Davis
154). If this fact does not outrightly inplicate much cinematic
fare in a conspiracy against the body, then it at |east
illum nates how many viewers ignore the deceptive natures of such
representations. Filmhas a vested interest in selling audi ences
bodily ideals unconmmon to the population at large. The nore its
i mages are not connected to bodily Iimtations, but rather to the
i deal i zed yearni ngs of the audience, the nore that audience wll
crave its powerful brand of wish-fulfillment. Unfortunately, many
filmviewers demand such idealized i mages that only enpower ideas
about the body, never the body itself.

A common alternative for many fil m makers has been to parody
Hol | ywood' s seducti ve i mages through foregrounding their self-
referentiality (Nochinmson 7). However, re-evaluations of
cinematic constructions of the body that go beyond their self-
referentiality do exist. Lynch's filns consistently use the
vul nerabl e physical body as a potential site for new nodes of
communi cation that can contact creative forces previously
unexpl ored. Lynch deconstructs cinema's bodily ideals to show, as
Susan Wendel |l explains, that "these ideals are not 'natural' or
"normal' but artificial social creations that oppress everyone"
(268) .

A Portrait of the Artist as Hard-of-Hearing

Lynch, as did Truffaut in Day for Night, is one of the few
directors to cast hinself in one of his own filns as disabl ed.
Lynch's character, Gordon Cole, bureau chief of the F.B.l1. in the
television series Twin Peaks and its cinematic prequel Fire Wal k
Wth Me, nust wear hearing aids. Martha Nochi nson di scerns that
Cole is "arguably Lynch's conedic self-portrait” (178). However,
if one of Cole's functions is comc relief, how does that bring
disability into the foreground other than to tell a joke at its
expense? To chastise Lynch for using a disabled person to invoke
| aughter would be to play into the systemof logic that, as |
will show, he is attenpting to critique. Lynch states in an
interview that limting the ways the di sabled can be represented
only provides thema fal se sense of human dignity:

When we were doing On the Air - this conmedy on TV - one
of the characters, "Blinky", was blind. [TV executives]
said, "You can't have a blind person. It's tied in with
hunmor, and you're making fun of blind people.”

remenber It's a Gft - a WC. Fields novie - and there



was a blind man with a cane in it and it was one of the
nost unbelievably funny things. Nowit's getting down
to the point where blind people have a Society and any
| okes about blind people now are banned because it's an
insult to blind people. So there's another avenue of
hunmor cut off. But there's sonething about hunor that
is rude, and it nakes people laugh. | don't know what
triggers it. But jokes |ike that are not neant to hurt
blind people - not in a mllion years. (Rodley 153)

Wil e Lynch's words at first may appear to be overly

unsynpat hetic, his point is significant: it is unlikely that
through politically correct regulations people with disabilities
w || achieve conpl ete accept ance.

Wil e Lynch's quote can be read as insensitive to the plight
of the blind, it can also be read as a warning to the blind
t hensel ves that they should not [imt their representations in
the mass nedia. To be limted solely to drama and tragedy woul d
inply that the disabled are incapable of |aughing at thensel ves,
an i nportant aspect of what nmakes anyone fully human. Arguably,
Lynch' s statenent concerns how hunor does not have to be at the
expense of a disabl ed person, but can be a sign of
identification. To assune that audi ences cannot identify hunor
with disability would be to deny the fact that "abl e-bodi ed
peopl e can often nmake the inmaginative |leap into the skins of
peopl e physically unlike thensel ves; wonen can identify with a
mal e protagonist in a story, for exanple, and adults can identify
with children or with people much ol der than thensel ves" (Wendel
267) .

To read Lynch's comrent that we can | augh at blind people as
a derogatory one is to inply that the experiences of people with
disabilities cannot be integrated into popular culture at |arge.
Lynch is echoing an insight fromcognitive psychol ogy: "when
people find it necessary or beneficial to perceive the
fundanental simlarities they share with stigmatized peopl e
rather than the differences, we will see the begi nnings of a real
elimnation of stigm" (Coleman 228). People with disabilities
are not so fragile as to need constant condescension through nock
sentinments of political correctness. They need to be accepted as
entirely human.

The nore acceptance people with disabilities achieve in nmass
medi a, the nore they will then be able to invoke the full ganut
of human enotions from audi ences. In Twin Peaks Lynch does not
create laughter through the fact that his character Gordon Cole
is deaf, but through the fact that Cole's | oud voice threatens to
tell too much about his sensitive governnment business. Cole's
need to shout whatever he says threatens to reveal confidential
information that normally nmust be kept hidden fromthe general
popul ati on.

Si nce speech has in effect failed Cole, he nust discover a
new node of comruni cation and Col e cones to represent the
power ful connection between artistic expression and disability.



People with disabilities are often forced to find self-expression
outside of traditional neans and therefore have the potential to
provi de new avenues for know edge. As Wendel |l phrases this
situation: "they are in a better position to transcend cul tural
myt hol ogi es about the body [. . .]. If disabled people were truly
heard, an expl osion of know edge of the human body and psyche
woul d take place" (274).

Lynch's cinema operates on Wendell's paradigm in which
disability can offer a potentially revolutionary re-envisioning

of not only the body, but comrunication as well. Because speech
fails Cole, Lynch inplies that Cole's search for new nodes of
expression is a great resource for the F.B.I. which has the

conplex job of not only enforcing society's |aws, but

i nvestigating those who operate outside of those | aws. Col e nust
"invent a better node of confidentiality". H's sensitive job
forces himto express hinself in code and his inability to keep
things secret, not his disability, provides the hunorous context
of his character (Nochinson 178).

Lynch uses his 'self-portrait' to show how deafness is only
tragic when viewed fromthe illusory ideal of 'normal' society
because a disability may offer new and different possibilities
for communication previously unrealized. Lynch inverts deafness
cul tural meaning and inplies that conmmunication could benefit by
transcending its limted formas speech.

Gordon Cole finds one different way to communicate in Fire
Walk Wth Me - with an artistic formof bodily sign | anguage. In
a secret nmeeting at a private airport in Oregon, Cole presents
his new form of comunication to the detectives he is sendi ng out
to investigate the Theresa Banks (Panela G dl ey) nurder case. He
uses the body of Lil (Kinberly Ann Cole), who wears a red w g and
red dress, distorting her body in bizarre gestures. Slavoj Zi zek
does not read this scene as Cole's inability to comunicate as a
deaf man, but as a "Kaf kaesque" parody of normal comrunication
whereby the two detectives receive Cole's coded nessage "as part
of their daily communication” (in The Art of the Ridicul ous
Sublinme 22). This scene's uniqueness lies therefore inits
ability to usurp | anguage, our naturalized form of comunication,
and to replace it with an utterly unknown one forcing audi ences
to question what constitutes 'normal' communi cati on.

What Lil perforns for Cole, and the audience, is how
everyt hi ng about the body, its facial expressions, clothes, and
nmovenents, has the potential to comruni cate what speech cannot.
Col e uses Lil as a nediumto a yet-to-be-discovered |anguage that
can reveal unknown things about the Teresa Banks' nurder case.
The detectives in fact deduce that several of Lil's gestures
provi de secret clues for their case.

Col e dubbed the case a "blue rose" one, inplying that
relying solely on conventional |anguage will get the detectives,
and t he audi ence, nowhere for "a blue rose case stunps the
detectives because it confounds their depthless, bounded m ndset
wth intimations of a world with manifold | ayers and w t hout neat
limts" (Nochinmson 178). Cole's disability here opens up new



possibilities for discovering human reality in a | arger sense.
Social reality is reaching critical mass in this novie. Its

prot agoni st Laura Pal mer (Sheryl Lee), an incest victim cannot
communi cate with words the trauma she is experiencing. Laura and
the viewer nust discover "ordinary reality as a cultural system
continually breaking down, yet remaining in place" (Nochinson
180). Since 'normal' society cannot articulate its own crisis,
new avenues of communi cation nust be created.

Lil's scene also resonates with Lynch's art in general. Li
synbol i zes what Lynch's art hopes to communi cate: the potentials
for neaning that exist beyond culturally codified ones. Lynch's
work is often criticized for its obtuse synbolism yet this
critical resistance may expose a cultural over-dependence on
spoken | anguage itself. The inplication here is that Lynch's
ci nema chal l enges normalcy's inability to provide a mall eable
sel f-context concerning bodily difference. The new possibilities
for know edge and conmuni cation the body itself provides nmust be
actual i zed.

Laura Pal mer, who is killed at the end of the Twi n Peaks
cinematic prequel, Fire WValk Wth Me, remains an essenti al
character throughout the television series Twin Peaks. Even from
the position of being dead, Laura, through the | esson of her
tragic life, can still comunicate significant cultural |essons.
The audi ence discovers through Laura that culturally reinforced
appear ances are dangerous terrain; the bodily '"ideal' of beauty
provides a potentially fatal illusion since Laura, the bl ond-
hai red hone-com ng queen, is the paradigmof that ideal all the
while suffering the cultural horror of being an incest victim No
one close to Laura could 'read’ her suffering. Since even Laura
could not find words to express her trauma, sonething other than
spoken | anguage was required to capture her private experience of
i ncest.

The hearing-inpaired Cole, and by extension Lynch, could not
even approach the subject matter of incest w thout discovering a
new node of communication that can transcend our cultural silence
about it. Visual synbols are not the sane as sign | anguage, but
both can transcend the tendency to totalize all comrunication as
speech. Fire Walk Wth Me is a paradigmatic exanple of how film
when it seeks to portray sonmething not readily acknow edged in
our cultural mlieu, can transcend such denials through startling
i mages. An incest victimsuffers a trauma which differs fromthe
social stigma of a disability, but both incest and physi cal
anomaly invoke in the "normal' popul ation the fear that the body
is not an inviolable whole.

Whol eness, when seen fromthe experience of disability,
becones an i magi nary construct of the ego. This cultural |ack of
receptivity to bodily variation exposes itself as a fundanent al
fear of the body since it cannot be conpletely controlled by the
human w ll. Lynch echoes a potentially revolutionary notion: "the
realmof the '"Real' in Lacanian terns is where the fragnented
body is found because it is the body that precedes the ruse of
identity and whol eness"” (Davis 141). Wat a society of 'norns'



represses about itself is that its ego-centered reality and its
privilege are based on an il usion:

t he divisions whol e/i nconpl ete, able/disabled neatly
cover up the frightening witing on the wall that

rem nds the hallucinated whol e being that its whol eness
is in fact a hallucination, a developnental fiction.
(Davi s 130)

How ' normal ' people envision their own bodies requires a
repression that too often denies its intimte connection to a
dynam c and ever-fluctuating world. Cole, and by extension Lynch,
invites the audience to identify with the plight of an incest
vi ctimwho nmust discover sonething outside of her 'normal’
culture to provide neaning for her life. Lynch inplies, through
Col e and Laura, that the audi ence can di scover new aspects of
t hensel ves through identifying wwth the experience of disability.
Al ternate voices outside our 'normative' culture are
unfortunately sel dom heard, but this fact has nothing to do with
their potential significance. As Chris Rodley notes, after the
release of Fire Walk Wth Me, "Lynch received many letters from
young girls who had been abused by their fathers. They were
puzzl ed as to how he could have known exactly what it was |ike"
(xii). The obtuse visual synbols Lynch used to express Laura's
unspeakabl e suffering no doubt had a lot to do with it.

Lynch provi des the body with other enpowering potentials for
comruni cati on beyond spoken | anguage throughout the television
series Twin Peaks. Lynch's infanmous depiction of the otherworldly
Red Room with its waiting roomset-up, red curtains, and bl ack-
and-white striped floor, also conjures up his desire to explore
human reality beyond cultural ideals. Since the Red Roomis a
subconsci ous space or netaphor for another reality, it allows the
body to conmuni cate sonething not limted to speech. The Red Room
is a direct outcone of the body's potential for revelation since
it cones into being through the involuntary dream ng of Agent
Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan). Lynch states that the Red Room exists
nowhere in reality as we know it: "anything can happen. It's a
free zone, conpletely unpredictable"” (Rodley 19).

This space is populated by a three-foot tall man and a woman
who | ooks Iike Laura Pal ner. The events in the Red Roomt ake
pl ace in a sexualized environnent. The Man From Anot her Pl ace
(M chael J. Anderson), a dwarf, connotes a phallic presence not
constrained by its usual connotations as a force of limtation
and control (Nochinmson 88). Free from such confl ated
signification, the male body, in a disabled, nore Real form
reclains its power as a liberating elenent in the universe.

Hence, even the deceased Laura Palner, fatally mai med by
mascul i ne aggressi on, can express herself freely in this space.

Language does not order the signification of the body in the
Red Room either. To expound on this notion, Lynch taped these
scenes backwards so the actor's voices, when replayed in rea
time, require the aid of subtitles for clarification. As if to



increase his ironic comentary on speech as conmmuni cati on,
Lynch's bi zarre dialogue, like "that gumyou like is going to
come back into style," parodies the concept of |ogos as inherent
in | anguage. Sl avoj Zizek interprets the scene in this fashion:

what we have here is the hidden reversal of the
Derridian critique of |ogocentrismin which the voice
functions as the nediumof illusory self-transparency
and sel f-presence: the obscene, cruel, super-ego-Iike,
i nconpr ehensi bl e, inpenetrable, traumatic di nensi on of
the voice which is a kind of foreign body perturbing

t he bal ance of our lives (209).

But Zi zek does not give Lynch enough credit, for what Z zek
m sses in these scenes is that joy, and not fear and futility, is
the direct result of escaping verbal constraints. The Man From
Anot her Pl ace comruni cates through bodily gestures simlar to
Lil's. Speech is not the privileged node of conmunication:

by conceptualizing | anguage as witing and speech, or
by fetishizing the aural/oral incarnation of |anguage,
we are performng in effect an act of repression

agai nst | anguage in the |l argest sense of the term
(Davis 19)

Lynch undercuts the phallic dinmension of |anguage as a force
of know ng based on control and dom nation through Agent Cooper's
reference to the dwarf as "the little man." The Red Roomis a
pl ace where the healing of cultural wounds |ike incest can take
pl ace through redi scovering the body's potential for neaning
beyond culturally codified ones. Audiences can take great
pl easure in the reinterpretation of the body's potential in these
scenes, along with the fact that this is a reality never before
realized on prime-tinme TV. The internediary to this other reality
is, by no accident, a three-foot-tall dwarf who offers pleasure
in the human experience of difference. Lynch pushes the envel ope
of serialized narrative in order to incorporate forces not under
its control in a simlar manner that disability refuses the
control of society's programof 'normalization.'’

Twi n Peaks also directly chall enges m sconcepti ons about the
cultural significance of disability. The One-Arned Man (Phillip
Gerard) is a reference to another television program The
Fugitive, but with a major difference: whereas the villain's |ack
of an arm synbolized his inherent depravity, Gerard's function in
Twin Peaks is a visionary one. Gerard explains that during a
religious conversion he took his armoff to mark his rebirth.
Disability synbolizes a connection to the divine in this
par adi gm

Alice Kuzniar clainms Gerard "di savows his deformty through
replacenent. His entire being is possessed to conpensate for the
| oss of one appendage" (121). However, such a reading disregards
the fact that Gerard self-creates his disability as a powerful



mar ker of his newfound connection to |arger spiritual forces.
Kuzni ar m stakenly proclains that Twin Peaks' treatnment of the
body operates on the paradi gmof replacenent, assum ng that
normality is always the desired end. To |imt the function of
disability in this manner ignores how "the disabled figure calls
into question such concepts as wll, ability, progress,
responsibility, and free agency, notions around which people in a
i beral society organize their identities" (Thonson 47).
Nevert hel ess, Kuzniar does provide an interesting insight into
disability as a netaphor for potential revelation:

Twin Peaks is thus notivated by the separation,

i sol ation, and substitution of body parts, frequently
involving the eye, as if Lynch wanted to show, through
the themati zati on of blindness, how what we |long to see
in this detectivel/ soap operal/serial repeatedly is kept
fromview (121).

I f we reverse Kuzniar's assunptions about the negative
stigma of disability, we can again see how Lynch equates what is
unseen or unknown with pleasure and not frustration. The body
itself beconmes our main access to new nodes of conmmuni cati on.
These new di scoveries may not conformat all to our expectations,
but Lynch assures us that there is pleasure to be found in them
Twi n Peaks offers a phil osophy toward the body that is strikingly
different frommany standard prine tinme dramas, edifying the fact
that social forces can attenpt to control, but never conpletely
eradi cate difference.

The El ephant Man As a Martyr For Normal cy

In The El ephant Man, Lynch's synpathetic rendering of the
plight of his nost seriously disabled protagonist, John Merrick,
provi des a deconstruction of the tragic nature of normality.

Al though the filmunfolds in Victorian England, it still provides
revealing insights into disability's connection with the soci al
nornms of today. One of Lynch's nost dramatic contributions to the
real -life story of John Merrick is his artistic exploration of
Merrick's probable suicide at 27 (Nochi nmson 137). This event
foregrounds Lynch's phil osophy not only concerning disability,

but al so the personal and social denials that create its negative
connot at i ons.

After Madge Kendall (Anne Bancroft), a fampbus actress,
invites Merrick to the theater, he is overwhel ned by the
possibility that he will be accepted by upper-class English
society. However, Merrick's social 'acceptance' proves to be only
a fantasy, one which he dies to preserve. He yearns to sleep in a
bed |i ke everybody el se, but |ying down inpedes his breathing due
to the weight of his enlarged head. Merrick's wi sh to be normnal
turns into a fatal event. Lynch shows Victorian society's desire
for normalcy is a tragic one through foregrounding the fatal
soci al problens of the industrial revolution: its contam nated



streets, wounded workers, and bl ack, snoke-filled skies al
suggest that Victorian England nmade "Merrick's biol ogi cal
probl ens seem social rather than normal "™ (Nochinmson 137). The
filmexplores that phenonmenon in detail.

For nost of his life, Merrick was an attraction at the
freak show - it was his only connection to the society around
him The filmportrays the freak showin its exploitative nature
since Merrick is physically abused if he refuses to performhis
master's bidding. The freak show itself can be seen as a brutal
exposition of Victorian England' s problematic views toward
individuality. As Rosemarie Garland Thonson el uci dates, only at
such a place can a "normal" citizen "safely focus an
identificatory |onging upon these creatures who enbodied
freedom s el usive and threatening prom se of not being |ike
everyone el se" (69). The inhumanity characteristic in Victorian
society's views of difference is in part tied to a false limt
pl aced on human perception:

the [nmovie's] initial frames place the audience inits
only relationship in the filmthat is truly different
fromthat of the |ooking involved in the freak show,
the dom nant netaphor of the film In many ways, The
El ephant Man roots the spectator in these frames to
suggest that inhumanity is a false habit of seeing.
(Nochi mson 138)

Social norns that [imt individual freedomunfortunately equate
disability wwth the unattainability of individuality. Merrick's
social reality is shown not only to dis-enpower the disabled, but
the apparently privileged 'normal' citizens as well. Merrick's
physi cal appearance makes himan individual with the worst
possi bl e connotation since the freak showis the only place in
whi ch Victorian society allows himto exist.

John Merrick's life seem ngly inproves when he is admtted
to the hospital by Dr. Treves (Anthony Hopkins). But science only
repl aces the stares at the freak showwith its own humliating
and controlling gaze. Merrick's acceptance by the nedical world
even further limts his humanity, Lynch shows, through reducing
his body to the object status of a shadow to be studied in
Treves's lecture class. Merrick intuits the lack of care science
can of fer himwhen he desperately asks Treves if he can be cured.
That question exposes science's posturing and arrogance in its
desire to control the human body. Science, along with Victorian
soci ety, cannot accept what it sees. Merrick's only hope for
friendship is with Treves, who feels genui ne conpassion, but is
rendered for the nost part powerless to change Merrick's fate.
Al Treves can do is dress Merrick up and parade himaround in a
fal se charade of social acceptance. Merrick knows the only
possi ble way to be accepted is to appear normal, and,
unfortunately for him that is inpossible.

The El ephant Man is in part an allegory about the
inmpossibility of an enpowering individuality when oppressive,



i deal i zed views of the body reject any such enpowernent. This
aspect of the novie is heightened by Lynch's portrayal of Merrick
as an artist. Merrick's sensitivity can only be expressed through
the nmedium of art because his desires are for the nost part
unattainable in his social reality. H's pencil sketches of a
child s bed invoke his wish to becone 'normal'. Since Merrick
does not draw anyone sleeping in the bed, the sketches are
haunting due to the absence of a human figure. They al so
foreshadow Merrick's owmn dilenma in life since, if he sleeps
‘normal ly' in a bed, he will die. H's nodel of the church steeple
can also be read as a direct commentary on the experience of
disability since he can only see the upper half of what he is
attenpting to replicate. Because he cannot safely go out into the
street, his own imagination nmust fill in the part that he cannot
see.

Lynch inplies that people with disabilities, when faced with
hostil e social attitudes, can resort to art and their own
creative imagination, a powerful tool in their quest for
sel f-expression. Art is not just a conpensation in this paradi gm
but a legitimte vehicle for creating new possibilities for
communi cation and understanding. Artistic expression can help
transform social attitudes toward the disabled that often deny
themthe legitimte status of innovators. Merrick's art also
i nvokes enpathy from the audi ence who should be able to relate to
the fact that his deepest desires will not be recognized.

The sinple fact that Merrick has survived 20 years of abuse
and still possesses an overfl ow ng sense of human conpassion is
not hi ng short of mracul ous. The novie's 'tear-jerker' | abel
becones not a pejorative term but an enpowering one, through the
fact that audiences do identify with Merrick's pain. Lynch shows
that the experience of disability should not be limted to
mar gi nal i zed segnents of the popul ation, but should stand as a
common connection to human suffering (and every other enotion)
shared by all peopl es.

John Merrick's premature death arises fromhis desire to
becone 'normal.' Wth the synpathetic attention Merrick receives
fromthe |adies of Victorian high society, the flanmes of his
fantasy that he can be normal are fanned: "they introduce himto
t he saccharine idealization of enptions that creates idols to
which he is eventually willing to i molate hinmsel f" (Nochi nson
144) . Upper-class English society becones nore destructive for
Merrick than the freak show through its "nock" acceptance of him

Lynch suggests that, until real change in social attitudes
is realized, normality's destructive self-regard concerning
bodily difference will continue to operate. Nochi nson expresses
this idea as follows: "the idealizations of a sentinentalized
popul ar culture are devastatingly seductive invitations to self-
| oat hi ng of our secret incommensurabilities with normality”

(145). Al people, disabled or not, are prey to such inmaginary
identifications, for "suffocated by sweetness, Merrick does not
even know enough about this form of abuse to protest it"

(Nochi nson 143).



When Merrick is invited to the theater, Lynch superi nposes
Merrick's face over the images of the theater and of the audi ence
appl audi ng him which functions |ike Lacan's Mrror Stage with
its ability to capture its viewer in an alienating
identification. As if trapped in the imginary world of absolute
sel f-autonony, he ignores the bitter reality of his own i medi ate
ci rcunst ance and pays the price with his owm life.

By lying dowmn to sleep in front of a picture of his nother,
Merrick's fatal regression into a fantasy world provi des an
i nportant | esson for the filmviewer. In the film Merrick's w sh
to be like everybody else is a lesson for others to overcone the
seductive nature of idealized self-imges. Through The El ephant
Man, Lynch denonstrates that destructive attitudes toward the
body are common to all segnments of the population and this
realization can potentially serve as a common ground for al
peopl e whether traditionally disabled or not.

Bot h Gordon Col e and John Merrick's artistic self-
expressions serve as remnders that humanity is not limted to
codified views of an idealized normalcy. In order for all of us
to view disabilities as enpowering - it's far froma reality - we
need the transformative vision which art provides.

Eraserhead: Disability as Social Process

Er aser head presents another simlar crisis in human
communi cation that resonates with Gordon Cole's non-linguistic
warni ng. The film el aborates a social inarticul ateness by
depicting a drab, polluted society whose repressive nature has
created a resistance to life and whose paranoia and alienation
are plain for all to see. The only normalcy in the filmis ironic
in that there are no enotional, physical, nor psychol ogi cal
connections between the characters. The films horror arises from
the characters' inabilities to communicate their own fears and
desires. No one, not Henry (Jack Nance) nor anyone in the X
famly, has any agency to effect change in their surroundi ngs.
Not hi ng natural can take place since nature itself has been
bani shed. Not even a child brought into this world can be
nat ur al

When Henry and Mary X (Charlotte Stewart) learn that they
will have a child in that world, it is anything but an edifying
experience. Nochinson's insight that their defornmed baby is in
reality an "ersatz" one opens up an interesting reading of the
filmthat is in accord with several aspects of disability
t heories (160). The baby provokes anxi ety in audi ences by playing
on their own fears of the vul nerable human body. It is often a
very disturbing sight for viewers, who are horrified by the fact
that it is not human, but this is Lynch's point. The filnms job
becones the el aboration of this bizarre phenonenon.

Lynch does not reveal that the baby is disabled because it
is not natural enough to be real, but that it metaphorically
stands for a socially constructed false image of life. Its
connection to disability in everyday reality is inplied by the



fact that disability's stigma is also a construct and hence not
real. Lynch is not duping the audience. He shows that what is
unsettling about disability is not the disabled person, but the
stigma of disability. Fromthis angle, the film playfully becones
a psychodrama, flaunting a commopn audi ence fear in an equally
fearful representation. By literalizing disability's soci al
stigma, Lynch demands that social attitudes nmust acknow edge
their responsibility in such constructions.

The baby's 'disabilities' are significant. It has no arns or
l egs, only a head and torso held together by tape. It is only
eyes, mouth and stomach, and "in lacking ears it |acks any
suggestion of receptivity and thus the subconscious that is so
germane to Lynch's understandi ng of humanity” (Nochinson 151).
The baby constantly cries and can wll itself sick if Henry
threatens to | eave. The baby is a mani pul ator of human enotions
for no reason other than to constrain Henry's life and Henry puts
up with it only because the baby is his social responsibility.
Lynch's nore than unsettling vision of parenthood has to be
understood not as a pessimstic statenment on the inpossibility of
any real human connection, but rather on what limts us from
recogni zi ng what i s human:

this "baby" is the essence of illusionist reality -
there is sonmething there, but it is actually fornl ess,
hel d together only by the word and a bandageli ke
swaddling. It is an ironic representation not in that
it isthe newlife of the infant but rather the
preclusion of newlife by social will. (Nochinmson 151)

Lynch's cinematic baby inverts the controlling gaze that the
audi ence of a freak show projects onto the spectacle of bodily
di fference. As Thonmson points out, at such freak shows questions
such as ""what is it? [. . .] [heighten] the difference between
t he comon observer and the marvel ous body" (61). Eraserhead
conpletely inverts the power related to the gaze in cinema since
the audience is inplicated in the social construction of the
baby. In its social manifestation, "disability [. . .] is a
di sruption in the visual, auditory, or perceptual field as it
relates to the power of the gaze. As such, the disruption, the
rebellion of the visual nmust be regul ated, rationalized,
cont ai ned" (Davis 129).

Usual |y the gaze codes disability as sonething undesired and
to be avoided, but this films gaze is paradoxically trapped by
the fact that its socially controlling force is what produces the
baby! Lynch shows how social rationalizations can be relativized
by the nmediumof film Disability, which is usually represented
as passive spectacle, in the context of the filmnocks its soci al
origins by the fact that the baby will never be able to nove on
its own. The fantasy of power and control that infornms the ideal
of normality is rendered by Eraserhead wholly inmaginary since,
Henry's surroundings attest to the fact that human volition that
seeks such mastery only produces sterility, desolation, and



hopel essness: "the di sabl ed body exposes the illusion of

aut onony, self-governnent, and self-determ nation that underpins
the fantasy of absol ute abl e-bodi edness” (Thonmson 46). Eraserhead
foregrounds the social construction of disability in such a
dramatic way that its manifestation in The El ephant Man appears
understated. Lynch's art is undaunted by the nonunental efforts
it wll take to reverse the social stigma of disability - he
fearlessly attenpts to blow away the protective, idealized
representations of 'normal' bodies.

I n Eraserhead, human touch becones a way to contact
realities beyond socially constructed ones. The baby's parents,
Henry and Mary X, never touch on screen, as Nochi mson points out
(157), as if to inply that they only stay together because of the
soci al expectations of her parents. Real connection and
sensual ity are not possible without breaking free fromthe
‘resistance to life' that normal cy enbodies, and Lynch's
har kening to the power of touch connects the unactualized
potential of their society to the regenerative nature of the
human body. Al though Lennard Davis coments on the specific
| anguage Touch in John Varley's story "The Persistence of
Vision," which explores a Utopian society where every citizen is
blind and deaf, Davis's description works well to elucidate the
power touch w elds in Eraserhead:

Touch [. . .] is very underutilized in an

aural /oral/visual world. The Iine between the sexual
and t he nonsexual, between heterosexuality and
honmosexual ity is erased, since all body contact is a
formof talk, and everyone talks wth everyone. The
| anguage Touch is itself a metal anguage, a | anguage
beyond | anguage. (Davis 21)

Lynch's foregroundi ng of spoken | anguage's incapacity to
create an adequate social reality in Twin Peaks takes on even
nore dramatic neaning in Eraserhead. To speak of the 'erasing' of
soci al categories structured on idealizations is to speak of a
reality beyond di scourses of human mastery and control. Touch has
the potential to communicate the unfamliar. Since the disabled
are often automatically placed under the | abel of the O her, and
since touch is generally prohibited in Anerican society, "the
di sabl ed touch is seen as both contagious and erotic" (Davis
148). It appears that conmmon social attitudes about disability
pl ace many 'normal' people in a dilema of desire. Anything O her
must be stigmatized so as to keep its threat of contact at bay.
Thi s paranoia at the heart of American society is what Lynch
attacks in Eraserhead and he is not so pessimstic as to script
Henry into a narrative dead end.

Henry's breakout from constrictive social constructions is
mar ked by his receptivity to touch. The Lady in the Radi at or
(Laurel Near) enbraces him apparently an apparition fromhis
subconsci ous, as does his sexually enticing nei ghbor across the
hall. Both of these wonen 'erase' social control over the body



whi ch Lynch represents as a white flash that in effect erases the
filmframe. This visual netaphor conjures up the inmaginary
enpower ment of the Mrror Stage, however, Henry's breakthrough is
not a fantasy |ike John Merrick's. The climax of Eraserhead, when
touch rel eases Henry fromthe stagnant social world around him
shows random energy, not ordered by any gaze, sparkling behind
himlike eraser dust in the air. Louis G annetti describes the
scene: "ordinarily the halo effect created by backlighting is
romantic, but here it suggests an electrifying shriek" (18).

Nochi mson suggests, like Henry's floating frame in the
films opening scene, that such |iberated energies and their
unregul ated notion are neither "nmechanically regular, as is
conceptual novenent proposed by Newtonian physics, nor is it
unstabl e |i ke a machine gone wong. Instead, |like the notion
proposed by chaos theory, it tantalizingly suggests an order
under what appears to be random flux" (154). The fear of
traversing social conventions into the unknown, Lynch shows, is
an irrational one. People with disabilities, and all other groups
coded as O her, only attain that |abel through a paranoid
definition of what constitutes nornmality, the inpossible goal
peopl e seek to their own discontent.

How does Henry deal with the baby after he understands that
it is an incarnation of his own inprisonnent and is a fal se i nage
of life? He destroys that false limt the baby enbodi es, but not
in the context of nurder for one cannot kill what is not real.
The violence of this act is proportional to the energy required
to break out of the negative social cycle represented by the
baby. The netaphor of "erasing"” that the filmproposes is of
direct relevance to the social construct of disability.

A pencil can make a mark and take it away inplying that
soci al constructions are not rigid forns inposed once and for

all. Nochinson el aborates on Lynch's netaphor that arises froma
bi zarre dream sequence in the film "a core sanple of [Henry's]
brain produces a pencil, a perfect Lynchian i mage of redenption.

The pencil that energes fromHenry's brain reassures us that the
human mnd is a tool for creating both open and cl osed fornt
(160). Eraserhead suggests that abundant energies are produced
t hrough breaking social denials and that the erasing of arbitrary
separations does not |lead one to the Mrror Stage's illusory
enpower ment, but rather to a new agency in the world that
transcends limting ideals like normalcy. Lynch optim stically
represents that not only breakthroughs fromalienating
identifications are attainable, but that social norns can be re-
created as well as codified.

Since the disabled are often conceptualized as dehumani zed,
"to have a disability is to be an animal, to be part of the
O her" (Davis 40). John Merrick, reeling against an angry crowd
who m stakenly believes he nolested a young girl, cries out
against this injustice with his fanous exclamation: "I amnot an
animal, | ama human being." Lynch shows how art can help re-
formul ate social ideals through acknow edgi ng their shortcom ngs.
Twi n Peaks, Fire Walk Wth Me, The El ephant Man, and Eraserhead



all serve as paradigns for the fertile results of such |abors.
Concl usi on

Lynch exposes the destructive illusions normality constructs
around the body in all their inhumanity and horror. Through
seeking the ideal of normalcy, one not only rejects one's
[imtations, but banishes anyone who reflects human
vul nerability. Normality traps one in an imaginary rel ationship
to one's own body. Wiether traditionally disabled or not, the
body rarely achi eves any enpowernment other than an
i deal i zed/ 1 magi nary one. It is perhaps paradoxical that our
bodi es - what constitutes our humanity - are what we often
actively dis-enpower.

Referring back to the previously-stated question as to
whet her Lynch exploited Richard Pryor by casting himin Lost
H ghway, one can now safely say "no" to that question. Pryor
chose the role, and, if he is not enbarrassed by his disability,
why shoul d film audi ences react differently? Self-enpowernent is
the mutual goal of not just the disabled, but the supposedly
abled as well. Acknow edging such Iimtations can be such an
enpower ment. The cinema of David Lynch, in its re-envisioning of
the body and its relationship to normal cy, stands as a uni que
voi ce for the pleasure inherent in breaking both personal and
soci al denials about the body: "disability is not an object - a
woman with a cane - but a social process that intimately invol ves
everyone who has a body and lives in the world of the senses”
(Davis 2). In both filmand social realities, the worthy goal of
self-realization nmust not ignore bodily difference that the
di sabl ed powerfully enbody. The fantasy of bei ng untouchabl e
denies not only the fragility, but the real agency, of which al
are capabl e. What makes us truly human, our bodies, nust becone
not imaginary sights of an alienating ego control, but rather a
continual process of discovering new potentials for comrunication
and under st andi ng.

Lynch's filns serve as object |essons for the need to
refornmul ate normal cy's idealized di scourse about the body.
Hopefully other directors will also continue exposing the
destructive nature of fantasized audience identifications. The
Straight Story's Alvin Straight, a protagoni st who may for sone
only invoke the vul nerable nature of the human body, has
nevert hel ess served as a sight with which novie audi ences do
identify. The success of The Straight Story speaks to the reality
t hat audi ences are hungry for not only codified bodily ideals,
but for the revelations that can arise through enbracing the
[imtations of the human form
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