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Abstract: Based on David Bordwell's theory of narration, which asserts that perception is alearned activity —the
viewer constructs schemasto comprehend the devel opment of stories—, thisarticle proposesthe hypothesisthat itis
the experience of watching films that enables viewers to make sense of acommercia but innovative film like Lost
Highway, which, if produced in theforties, asMayaDeren’sMeshes in the Afternoon was, would probably be seen as
an experimental or avant-gardistefilm, aslong ascommercial production valueswere not taken into consideration.
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In 1943, Maya Deren, the celebrated American avant-garde filmmaker of
the forties and fifties, made her first and best-known experimental film, Meshes of

 She was born in Kiev in 1917, but was soon brought to the United States, where she grew up mainly
in Siracuse, New York.
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the Afternoon. The point | want to make in thiswork isthat it would probably have
been difficult for MayaDerento make her film asaregular Hollywood productionin
1943. However, in 1996 David Lynch managed to makeafilm, Lost Highway, which
can be seen asaHollywood production that standsin the outer limits of commercial
cinema-likethe Cohen films—and not asan experimental artifact, although it seems
to narrateits story in waysthat do not differ substantially from the way MayaDeren
constructed narration in the avant-gardiste Meshes of the Afternoon.

Onebeginsto speculatethenwhat it isthat makes Lost Highway, afilm that
defiesthe widely accepted canon of classical film narration, interest aviewer that is
not necessarily that of the art-house circuit, aviewer that ismorefamiliar with current
Hollywood production. My hypothesisis that audiences today are better trained in
reading filmsthat do not conform to aconventional classical narrative, and can thus
moreeasily accept acinematic work which deliberately confusesthemwith surrealistic
elementsinitsnarrative. That would perhaps also account for the fact that producers
take the risk and invest money on filmslike Lost Highway?, which, after al, do not
deviate completely fromthenorm of the Hollywood mainstream cinema: Lost Highway
hasBill Pullman and Patricia Arquette asitsleading actors, and athough they do not
have a*screen persona’ inthe sensethat they are not aproduct of the Star System as
actors of the past were, they are two very popular Hollywood stars. Furthermore,
Lost Highway includesinits soundtrack rock music by NineInch Nails (Videodrones
and The Perfect Drug), David Bowie and Brian Eno’s song I’'m deranged, which
playstwice, inthe opening creditsand at the end of thefilm, Lou Reed’s This Magic
Moment, and the music of Rammstein, Tom Jobim, and Smashing Pumpkins. Besides,
the film has supernatural characters — the man with a white make-up and a heart-
shaped face; a mobster obsessed with cars — who provide a comic relief and extra
moments of violencein the middle of thefilm; and it also hasvery stupid detectives.
All of these are elements that can be found in current films. This might make Lost
Highway moreattractiveto modern audiences, and insertit, in spite of itseccentricities,
inthe format of commercia cinema.

In order to support the ideas | intend to develop in this essay, | will use
David Bordwell’stheory of film narration ashe developsitin Narration in the Fiction
Film.2 Based on atheory of general perception and cognition, Bordwell assertsthat it

2 Deepak Nayar, Tom Sternberg, and Mary Sweeney are the producers of Lost Highway.
3 BORDWELL, David. Narration in the Fiction Film. Madison : The University of Wisconsin Press,
1985.
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is the viewer that constructs the narrative on the basis of top-down processes* that
involve making assumptions, making inferences, and hypothesizing. Thiscan bedone,
Bordwell believes, because the spectator has organized clusters of knowledge, which
he calls schemata, that have an important function in the comprehension of stories.

Thepoint | anmakingisthat if Constructivist theory, which isthefoundation
of Bordwell’stheory of narration, assertsthat perceptionisaskilled, learned activity,
andif, consequently, theviewer can construct and devel op hisschemata, the experience
of watching movies enables viewers to sit through films like Lost Highway. The
prevailing form of cinemaas popular entertainment —what Stephen Connor refersto
as“the‘classic-redist’ text of the Hollywood cinema’ —derived from the nineteenth-
century novel and theater and | agree with Connor when he says that “alternative
practicesin the cinema need, therefore, to be defined against the dominating model
of Hollywood and the narrative conventions it maintains.”® So, as Lost Highway is
an alternative cinematic practice, before discussing the main points of this work |
find it helpful to make an account of the classical Hollywood narrative, according to
the extensive study that Bordwell made of thistype of narrative in Narration in the
Fiction Film.

Intheclassical narrative, Bordwell says, styleissubordinated to theinterests
of the syuzhet, which he defines as “the actual arrangement and the presentation of
thefabulainthefilm.”® When Bordwell studiesthe canonic narrationin the classical
Hollywood film, he highlights some characteristics of this mode, which the viewer
learns to comprehend by interpreting the cues it presents. The canonic narration
displaysagtate of affairsthat hasbeen disrupted and must thus haveits order restored;
the principal causal agency isthe character; spatial configurations are motivated by
realism and by compositional necessity; thereisastrong sense of temporal causdlity;
there are usually two plot lines: one involving heterosexual romance and the other,
another sphere —work, amission, etc.; the syuzhet is usually broken into segments,
sequences; the epilogue usually presents a happy ending and repeats motifsthat run
throughout the film; narration tendsto be highly communicative and omniscient, and
moderately self-conscious; the “invisibility” of the classical styleisdueto astrictly
limited number of particular technical devices. Viewerswill make senseof the narrative
by making probable, exclusive, and aimed at suspense hypotheses, helped by the
repetition of the data, by the usual placement of the exposition within the early scenes

4 These differ from bottom-up processes - like seeing a moving object - which are involuntary.
5 Steven Connor, Postmodernist Culture: An Introduction to Theories of the Contemporary, p. 196.
5 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, p. 50.
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of the film, by the “primacy effect”” —which is sometimes reaffirmed by the star
system (the moment you see Marlene Dietrich you know therewill be cabaret singing)
—and by retardation devices— complications, subplots, or digressions.

In art-cinema narration, Bordwell argues, the temporal manipulations are
based on threeinterlocking schemata: “objective” realism, “expressive” redism, and
narrational commentary. For the classical cinema, redlity is assumed to be “atacit
coherence among events, aconsistency and clarity of individual identity.”® But art-
cinemanarration, becauseit takesits cuesfrom modernism, challengesthis notion of
thereal — perhapsit isnot so easy to know about the laws of the world —and argues
that human psychology may not be so definite. As a result, narration can be
dedramatized by the presentation not only of climaxeshbut also of unimportant ordinary
events. It can aso deal with thereality of theimagination, which ishowever treated
as the reality of the objective world. Art-cinema narration also |oosens the cause-
effect principle by presenting permanent gaps, by including the element chance, and
by removing deadlines. It favors an episodic construction of the syuzhet and may
have a symbolic dimension. It is important to note that Bordwell asserts that art-
cinemarealism is not, because of these innovations —the inclusion of the reality of
the imagination, chance, and permanent gaps — more “rea” than classical cinema
realism —which depictsthe objective world — but only part of adifferent canon. This
subjectiveor “expressionist” concept of realism presents characterswho do not often
have clear-cut traits, act inconsistently and are not sure about their aims, which makes
theart-film construction more or less episodic and focused on the“ boundary situation”
—an episode of the character’s life in which he/she becomes aware of a significant
aspect of existence. Asaconsequence of all the aspects discussed above, theart film
restrictsits range of knowledge to the characters. We have then more psychological
depth, but a narrower focus. The art film senses that life is more complex than art,
and thus|eaves many questions unanswered.

To the “objective” and “subjective” realism, Bordwell adds the schema of
open narrational “commentary” —avery clearly self-conscious narration. An external
authority then becomes more evident, and the very construction of thefilm becomes
the object of theviewer’s speculation, of hishypothesis-making. He/shethen applies
conventions of objective and expressiverealism, and of authorial addressin order to

7 Bordwell uses the term in Narration in the Fiction Film to refer to the fact that “initial hypothesis
will be qualified but not demolished unless very strong evidence is brought forward.” (p. 38).
8 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, p. 206.
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make any sense of the film. Because the first two (the objective and the subjective
realism) areincompatible, art-film presentsambiguity, unlike classical cinema, which
isdenotatively unequivocal . We can thus seethat innovativeintrinsic formsare created
infilmsthat arouse the viewer’s curiosity about their own narrational processes.

These innovations proposed by the art cinema in terms of narrative have
been devel oped into acode that the educated viewer learned to decipher —acodethat
was then absorbed by the mainstream cinema, mainly the“ New Hollywood” cinema
of the late sixties and early seventies, which however continued to be classical in
essence, althoughit incorporated “art-film” styleto generic functions.

Encompassing many stylistic options, which vary from amore “objective”
realism, like in Visconti’s Rocco and His Brothers, and a quite definite authorial
address, likein Rosi’s Three Brothers, art cinema, Bordwel| states, hasitsrootsin the
twenties as an opposition to Hollywood. He seestheinfluence of literary Modernism
ontheavant-garde cinema, and saysthat “at the same period (the twenties), Surrealist
filmslike Un chien andalou, in their savage play with the conventions of mainstream
storytelling, opened up new paths for the achievement of narrational ambiguity.”®

At this point | find it necessary to refer to Maya Deren’s Meshes of the
Afternoon, often described as a classic avant-gardiste film and considered as a
milestonein American independent filmmaking —part of abody of work completely
outside the commercia film industry. It was produced in a period of two weeks in
1943, in collaboration with Deren’s hushand, Alexander Hammid, with funds from
her own pocket, and ahand-wind Bolex camera. Because of all that has been discussed
sofar, | believe thisfilm will necessarily be read differently today than when it was
first released. It must have been quite ashock to be faced with afilm which presented
permanent gapsin its narrative, which treated time and space unconventionally (we
do not have deadlines in the film and do not know exactly how long the narrative
takes; space is fragmented and the viewer is often disoriented), a film which dealt
with surrealistic situations, and unrealistic use of sound. Anyway, as“nothing loses
its effectiveness more quickly than shock”°, | think educated filmgoers today will
morewillingly takethisfilm, because of the changesthat filmshave undergoneinthe
last fifty years.

¢ David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film , p. 230.
10 Peter Birger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, p. 81.
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Moira Sullivan has called Maya Deren an “American avant-garde
filmmaker”*, but one could speculate if Deren’swork would not be more aptly called
experimental, for the following reasons: first of all, there seems to be a certain
organicity in its construction. Peter Biirger statesin Theory of the Avant Garde that
“the avant-gardiste work neither creates total impression that would permit an
interpretation of itsmeaning nor can whatever impression may be created be accounted
for by recoursetotheindividud parts, for they arenolonger subordinated to apervasive
intent.” *2 Confronted with this statement, Meshes of the Afternoon suggests some
interesting questions. Thereisarecognizable, though weird, storyline; therearevery
accurate point-of-view shots; and, although theplot if far from conventional, | do not
think we can suppress parts or change their positions without atering the overall
impression of thefilm. On the other hand, Meshes of the Afternoon isclearly experi-
mental initsassembling of poetic startling imageswhich are beautiful in themselves,
without an easily identifiable meaning. And afantastic trance-like atmosphere pervades
thefilm, whichisjustifiable, for it deals, after all, with dreamsand nightmares, inthe
haunting story of agirl drivento suicide.

Up to the scene in which the girl falls asleep, the narrative is almost
completely conformed to conventional storytelling, although some odd touches are
added now and then. | will describethe whole sequencein detail, in order to seewhat
cuesthe narration givesthe viewer to infer the fantastic nature of this narrative, and
parts of the other sequences, in order to see how the narration provides the viewer
with schemata that enable him/her to make some sense of the film.

The first scene can be simply described like this: in along shot of a paved
sidewalk, in which trees can be seen in the background, a mysterious hand gently
places a flower on the ground. But two things startle us in this very first shot —the
hand enters the frame verticaly, from above, as if belonging to no body, and the
minute the flower is on the pavement, there is a cut, and the flower is shot asif the
hand and arm had vanished in the air. A girl picks up the flower and we are shown
only her shadow and her feet as shetracksthe mysteriouswoman in black who dropped
the flower and now disappearsin abend in the road.

Another cue that makes the viewer think thisfilm will not make arealistic
presentation of eventsisgiven in the scenein which the girl dropsthe key when she

1 MoiraSullivanisresponsiblefor the Maya Deren Home Page (http://www.hks.se/~bertd/deren.html),
sponsored by Film Studies, Humanities Department, University of Karlstad, Sweden.
12 Peter Burger, Theory of the Avant Garde, p. 79.
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takes it from her purse, and again alittle later when the character enters her house.
Thefalling key isphotographed in slow motion, and asit tripsdown the steps, we do
not hear any sound but the eerie and dlightly onomatopoei ¢ sounds of Telji Ito’smusic.
Insidethe house, after the girl goesin, thereisapanning which seemsto bethegirl’s
optical point of view. It endsin aclose-up shot of aloaf of bread about to be cut by a
knife held by no one — the knife suddenly falls down on the table, without anyone
touchingit.

The sequence goes on and is shot mainly with point-of-view shots which
show the objectstheway the girl seesthem. One of these shots does not seem wholly
consistent, though. First, there is an extreme close-up shot of one of the girl’s eyes
and then along shot of the street asthe girl looksthrough the window after shesitsin
the armchair; then we see an extreme close up of her eye again, closing as shefals
asleep; and then an identical shot of the street through the window, as if she could
still seeit. The viewer can then either infer that thisis not a point-of-view shot, but
the film’'s narration, or that it is something the girl sees in her dreams or in her
imagination, anyway, something more elusive than mere thingsthat are displayedin
front of her. | think the viewer will opt for the second choice, for thefilm hasalready
hinted at an unrealistic depiction of things, and cuesthis by showing the closed eye,
and, besides, the way the shot of the street develops seems to favor this second
inference: the camera draws back and frames the scene through what seemsto bea
metal tube, and the surreal quality of the sceneisenhanced by the sudden appearance
of the mournful chords of Ito’s music. And then the mysterious woman in black
appearsagain.

| think the analysis of this sequence shows us two things: firg, thereisa
certain plot to be followed, and here the viewer is helped by the combined use of
objective and subjective shots, and the logical linking of the scenes — the camera
showsthegirl trying to open the door; as she cannot, thereisacut to her hand probing
in her purse, until shefindsthe latchkey; she dropsit and the camerashowsit falling
down the stairs; then there is a cut to the hand of the girl catching it. Second, the
viewer perceives there are elements that make this film deviate from traditional
narratives. the arm entering the frame from above in the first scene, the key in slow
motion, the knifefalling by itself, theweird tubethat starts the second sequence. All
thesedlementscall attention to themselvesfor adding asurredistic toneto the narrative
and for evincing an authorial presence manipulating the medium.

The second sequence hasamore evident semblance of adream: thegirl runs
and runsand never seemsto get closer to the veiled woman, who now revealsto have
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amirror covering her face. Everything happens in a way that reproduces the first
sequence, with dight but meaningful differences: the knifeis now on the stairs, the
girl doesnot go up the staircase but seemsto float upstairs, an effect probably obtained
by having the actress run in slow motion. The camera tilts as she passes through
gauze-like veils, space is treated unrealistically — as the camera spins and the girl
dances her way on thewallsand ceiling®®, we are disoriented, but because of al the
cuesthefilm hasgiven us so far, we do not get surprised when, from her place onthe
ceiling, the girl reaches out for the pick-up needleto stop the music (which we do not
hear, by theway).

The third ascending of the stairsis even more distant from a conventional
narrative: thistimethe camerasways and the girl hasto hold on to thewalls asif she
were feeling dizzy. Jump cutswith afixed camera show the girl occupying different
positionsin the scene and flaunt the narration’s manipulation of space.

When thefourth sequence begins, thefilm narration hasalready prepared us
to accept the image of the menacing face of the girl with the bulging spectacles (all
the girls are the same girl who is sleeping in the armchair) striding “from beach to
grassto mudto pavement torug.”* Thereisacut from her feet ontherugto the girl
sleeping inthe armchair, and atraveling forward to the girl’sface. The viewer reads
this cue as a point-view-shot of the girl with the glasses who is shown in the next
shat, in contre-plongée, ready to stab the deeping girl (herself?). The girl wakes up
and seesinstead ayoung man, and we are asked to infer the girl hasjust waken up to
see the murderer standing in front of her. But, contrary to our hypothesis, he
outstretches his arms and helps her to get up.

The last segment, which seems to be the most “realistic” one, shows the
young man getting into the house, after picking up a flower from the ground (the
sameflower seen before) tofind thegirl sittinginthearmchair, with her throat dashed
from sideto side. Perhapsthissegment isframing adream—the girl goesto sleep and
then, as it often happens in life, her arrival home is reenacted some times in her
dream, every timewith the addition of more bizarre elements. Thissimplistic account
of thefilmisnot satisfactory, however, for it doesnot fill al the gapsinthe narrative.
Theflower the young man picksup at theend of thefilmisexactly liketheflower the
girl findsonthe street, inthefirst scene of thefilm, |eft there by the mysterious hand.

2 The girl is played by Maya Deren herself, who was involved in modern dance and made some ciné-
dance films.
4 | ouise Heck-Rabi. The International Dictionary of Films and Filmmakers, vol. 2, p. 215.
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Could the dream she dreams in the armchair be part of alarger dream that includes
thefirst sequencetoo? Perhapsthe whole filmisthe enactment of adream. Anyway,
these questionsbecomeirrelevant when the viewer has devel oped aset of schemasto
comprehend narratives that have unfilled gaps, narratives that call attention to the
way they have been constructed, films that evince the figure of the filmmaker. The
patternsthat repeat themselves (the shots of thefeet climbing the stairs, for instance,
growing more and more unconventiona each time), the atmosphere created by the
music, the beauty of the shots of the girl in the penultimate sequence: sheis now a
potency, armed with a knife, bulging black eyes like agiant fly’s, aforce of nature
resolutely coming from the sea, the source of life, to stop by the girl’s chair —these
aretheelementsthat the viewer now takesinto account. A logical, classical narrative
would perhaps detract the film from its poetic force and the haunting beauty of its
images.

* % %

Meshes of the Afternoon, Maya Deren’s film-poem, isaclassic example of
the American avant-garde in films. Lost Highway, David Lynch's latest film, is a
product of modern American filmindustry. What can theinterest in comparing them
be? And in what way can that be done? Although there is atime span of fifty-three
years separating both productions, they seem to berelated in someways. Apart from
their titles, whichimply astate of confusion, of disorientation, most striking of al is,
it seems to me, the dreamlike atmosphere that pervades both films. But what first
calls our attention is perhaps the fact that there are points of intersection in the
development of their storylines. In Meshes of the Afternoon we havethegirl recurrently
entering her house; in Lost Highway, there is arecurrent event too: every morning,
Renée—or her husband Fred —finds an envel ope containing avideo tape, lying onthe
steps of the staircase leading to the front door of their house. The first tape shows
only thefagade of the house, whereasthe other tapes show, each time, alittle more of
theinside area, even the bedroom with the couple aslegpin bed. Likein Meshes of the
Afternoon, thereis also aviolent death inside the housein Lost Highway — Renéeis
brutally murdered. Some setting elementsremind usof Deren’sfilm, too. Themenacing
house—dark corners, sparsefurniture, and non-diegetic sounds of thewind blowing,
distant voicesthat reverberate, electronic noises; the stairswhere thetapesarefound;
thewinding road in front of the house.

In terms of style, Lost Highway is also indebted to art-cinema narration.
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There are permanent gapsin the narrative: in the middle of the film Fred Madisonis
imprisoned for the murder of hiswife—we do not know whether heisguilty or not —
but it is the young mechanic Pete Dayton who is found in the prison cell the first
morning after the imprisonment, and the film never explains why this happens; we
never find out what really took place the night Pete disappeared to appear againinthe
prison cell; thereis a hint Renée is unfaithful to Fred, but that point is never made
clear; we do not know who really murdered Renée; Renée and Alice (both played by
PatriciaArquette), although belonging to different “ stories’, can be seenin the same
photograph with Dick Laurent; the white-faced man appears in the middle of the
deserted place where Alice and Pete have a rendez-vous with Dick Laurent asif he
came out of nowhere.

Like some art-cinema films, Lost Highway also presents flashforwards,
athough with avariation: we seethe explosion that isgoing to take placelater inthe
narrative in reverse motion. The manipulation of the sights and sounds by an author
isforegrounded all thetime: the setting is stylized, most of the time we do not know
exactly wherethe characters are—close shots decontextualize them, or, asit occursin
the bedroom scenes, a dark background mixes with the black satin sheets and black
pajamas of the characters; in the first part of the film (the one involving Renée and
Fred), lines are spoken with improbabl e interval s between the words, in atrembling
tone of voice, which rendersordinary utterancesrather threatening —likethe scenein
which Renéetells Fred sheis not going to the club with him, but will stay home and
read, instead. When Fred meets the mysterious white-faced man at the party, al the
surrounding sounds are erased, and we hear only their exchange of lines. When Fred
istalking to hiswifein their bedroom, he suddenly disappearsin a dark corner, we
hear muffled screams, and he comes back afew moments|ater in astate of trance, as
if returning from another dimension. Angelo Badalamenti’ smusic enhancesthishizarre
atmosphere.

Likein Meshes of the Afternoon, thereisaslender storylineto befollowed
in Lost Highway. But the gaps occur so frequently, and the fantastic atmosphereis so
mesmerizing, that the viewer stops trying to make logical connections between the
episodesand letshim/herself be carried away by the sdient style. Let usexaminethe
first part of the film, up to Fred's arrest, to see what sort of inferences, assumptions
and hypotheses the viewer can make.

First of al, asitisaDavid Lynch film, the spectator who isfamiliar with his
work, especidly if he/she has seen Eraserhead, Wild at Heart, Blue Velvet and the
television serial Twin Peaks, will be expecting afilminwhichthe extraordinary lurks
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beneath the surface of ordinary events. Infact, mainly after Fred isarrested, thefilm
plungesinto abizarre night world of betrayals, porno films, nightmarish events, and
unexplained coincidences. The very opening credit sequence, whichisadriver’spoint
of view of a deserted highway, sets the tone of the film: you cannot see very far,
darknessisall around, there are no other cars on the road, and — most significant of
all —on the soundtrack you can hear David Bowie singing I’m deranged. Thereisa
fadeto black after the credits and, after sometime, avery slow fade-in to aclose-up
shot of Fred'sface, followed by other close ups, until we hear the doorbell. It is not
easy to contextualize Fred, for the background iseither too dark or toolight, contrasting
with his face. After he gets the news of Dick Laurent’s death and tries to see who
spoke in the front door intercom, there is a fade-out followed by a fade-in to Fred
preparing to go play the sax in the club he worksfor. Hiswife glidesinto the frame;
he seemsto come out of the dark in the next shot. The way their lines are spokeniin
this scene, aswas mentioned before, cuesthe spectator to the strange behavior of the
characters, and Renée will display the same catatonic appearance throughout this
first part of the film. As Fred makes a telephone call to his wife from the club, his
facein close up is bathed in ared light that slowly fades to the yellow wall of his
living-room as he arrives home. As she did not answer the phone, and asthe camera
lingers on Fred's suspicious face at the end of this sequence, the viewer makes the
hypothesis that Renée might be betraying her husband, a hypothesis which is not
confirmed later.

Then Renéefindsthefirst tape. Sheisquestioned by her husband and, because
she starts when Fred asks her what that is, and answers as if defending herself, we
tend to go along the betrayal line of plot. But the tape only shows the facade of the
house.

In the love-making sequence, Fred's incapacity to complete his sexual
intercourse with Renée is preceded by shots of his anguished face, slow-motion
photography, sounds of distant singing voicesand wind, and afixed shot of Renée's
expressionlessface reinforces our hypothesis sheis betraying him, ahypothesisthat
isnot confirmed, aswas mentioned before. Theway the narration presents hisdream
doesnot differ fromtheway “redlity” ispresented —perhapsthat iswhy Fred announces
heisgoing to recount adream; and after thedream isover, Fred looksat hiswifeand
seesthegreenish face of an old woman. Heturnson thelight and Renéeisher normal
self, again. What is dream, what is rea? The film does not give precise cues, so the
viewer by thistime must be ready to accept illogical events as part of this narrative,
as part of this dream world, which hasits own laws.
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When Fred and Renée decideto call the police, the viewer isgiven afeeble
hopethat therewill bealogica explanation for al that isgoing on, but the film soon
frustrates these expectations, when the detectives start asking stupid questions. Later,
the hope of having alogical narrative is completely lost in the party sequence, in
which thewhite-faced man tells Fred that heisin Fred’shousethat very moment, and
confirmsit by answering the tel ephone when Fred calls his own number. Thisisthe
most evident cuethefilm givesthat it isnot committed to arealistic sort of narration.

Soitisnot surprising to see Fred, in the third tape, on hisknees by his bed
just after he killed Renée. The black-and-white video image suddenly turnsto color
film stock, for brief moments, as if suggesting the fiction of the video tape and the
“redlity” of thefilm are one and the samething. And as Fred is spanked at the police
station, theviewer isleft with aseries of hypothesesto be confirmed or not —probably
not —until theend of thefilm: Fred hasreally murdered Renée and does not remember
athing; Fred did murder Renée, and is now lying, saying it was not him — a weak
hypothesis, if wetakeinto account thefact that thisnarrativeisdistant from classical
detective story conventions; thereis no logical explanation for what happened and
we are in the realm of the fantastic — a very strong hypothesis authorized by the
development of the film so far. As Fred is sentenced to death, the viewer is again
given astorylineto rely on and his/her curiosity isstirred, for only forty minutes of
projection time have gone by, and thefilm will not probably do away withitshero so
soon.

Theanaysisof thisfirst part of the film might help usto comprehend how
its narration encouragesthe viewer to pay attention to itsconstruction, itsnarrational
procedures, and its style. If we now compare the reading of Meshes of the Afternoon
to the reading of Lost Highway, we will see that they both deviate from classical
filmic narration, that both of them leave permanent gapsin their narratives, and that
they call attention to their stylistic features. However, whereas Maya Deren is
practically the sole responsible for Meshes of the Afternoon — she played the main
part, edited and directed it, and wrote the screenplay in collaboration with her husband
Alexander Hammid, who also co-starred and photographed the film, David Lynch
depended on the collaboration of alarge staff, on amore commercia basis. He co-
wrote the film with Barry Gifford, the music score was composed by Angelo
Badalamenti, Peter Deming was the director of photography, Mary Sweeney was
responsiblefor the editing, and Lynch did not invest hisown money inthe production,
asMayaDerendid. Lost Highway took fifty-four daysto shoot, in astriking contrast
to the fifteen days Maya Deren needed to shoot Meshes of the Afternoon, using her
own house asthe main setting. In thisrespect, Meshes of the Afternoon ismuch more
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anauthorial film than Lost Highway.

Besidesthesedifferencesin termsof production, there are other things about
Lost Highway that areworth mentioning, thingsthat are characteristic of apostmodern
cinema, and that would further distinguish it from Meshes of the Afternoon. Thevery
fact that the film incorporates elements of experimental cinema into a commercial
Hollywood productionwould perhapsfollow thetendency of atimewhen juxtaposition
of apparently irreconcilableitemsarewel comed asaway of discussing these el ements
by having them dialogize. Besides, the film also combines elements of film nair,
such as a convoluted plot and the notion of woman as danger, to elements of the
horror film—asupernatural character —with atouch of dark humor in asort of gangster
film parody, asin the scenein which adriver tailgates Mr. Eddy’s car. Lynch ishere
playing with the conventions of thesetraditional film genres. Closeto theend, narration
becomes so self-conscious, the touch of the director is so evident —the overexposed
love scenelighted by the headlights of the car, the scenesinthe L ost Highway Hotel,
the appearance of the man with the powdered face videotaping Fred, the murder of
Mr. Eddy — that the film becomes self-parodic, for these last scenes seem to be a
parody of what was seen before.

Songs of different origins are combined, from the German hard rock group
Rammstein to the Brazilian composer and pianist Tom Jobim playing Insensatez, a
‘bossa-nova’ song, which, initsslow tempo, unlikethe other songsin the soundtrack,
underscores ascene which apparently has nothing to do with thefilm. Pete, theyoung
man who takes Fred's place in the prison cell, is released, and is now resting in the
back yard of hishome, when, attracted by the music, herisesand looks over thewall
at hisneighbor’syard. Heseesaball and alittle boat floating in aplastic pool, alittle
dog nearby and awhite picket fencein the background (awhite picket fence can also
be seenin the remarkabl e opening sequence of Lynch’sBlue Velvet). These elements,
which dludeto the quietnessand normality of suburbanlife, areinastriking dialogic
contrast with the vicious underworld life the second part of the film will present.

The narration aso insists on a certain indefiniteness in terms of time and
place. Aswasmentioned before, charactersare usually framed against neutral colored
—grayish lilac — or dark backgrounds, and outdoor scenes often occur in deserted
places, mostly at night. The action seemsto be set in modern days because of theway
characterslook and dress, and because of someiconsof hightech civilization—cellular
telephones, tel evision setswith huge screens—but cars seem to bel ong to the seventies,
aglossy reference to the past, and the prison Fred is sent to is not the modern sort of
prisonwe seeinmost filmstoday. Thefilm would therefore present acomplex redlity,
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inwhich different times, places and genres coexist, in a postmodern fashion, as part
of astale, urban setting, in which men’s only possibilities of adventure would liein
sex and crime.

Meshes of the Afternoon, on the other hand, can be seen asapoetic construct
which heavily relies on surrealistic elements, athough it does not reach the full
surrealigtic status of, say, Un chien andalou, in which we have the appearance of a
narrative in cinematic terms, with characters, optical points of view, notions of
causality, but noplot at al tofollow. Itisasif what really mattersin Un chien andalou
isto show the mechanism of storytelling, the deviceswhich arenormally at the service
of astory. Meshes of the Afternoon* sdistance from Dadafilmsiseven greater, for, as
Kuenzli points out, “the incoherent, non-narrative, illogical nature of Dada films,
which constantly defamiliarize the familiar world through cinematic manipulations,
never let the viewer enter the world of the film”.® Deren’sfilm also defamiliarizes
thefamiliar world, but within an organic construction, inwhich thereisaninvestment
on the psychology of the main character — her hallucinatory feeling of estrangement
and her being in a situation that seems to have gone beyond acceptable limits are
mainly conveyed by the consistent use of point-of-view shots. In the case of thisfilm,
therefore, we are apparently closer to an avant-gardiste experiment that incorporates
surredl elements—asin the sequencesinwhich thegirl takesthelatchkey that islying
on her tongue, or the oneinwhich the key ischanged into aknife—without becoming
an absol ute surrealistic experience throughout.

Lost Highway's preoccupation with stylization, with artifice, and the
superficiality of its characterization — we never learn what Renée, for example, is
really like, or in what ways Fred and Pete are distinct characters — would evince a
camp aspect in the film, as would a so the exaggeration in the characterization of
Alice. Sheistheprototype of avamp: golden hair, scarlet lipstick — extreme close ups
of her lips are lighted as if athin ray of light fell upon them — sexy miniskirts, a
femme fatale look. To use aterm employed by Jameson in Postmodernism, or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism?®, she servesasa‘ connotator’ of dangerousvamp
characters of the padt, in a nostalgic fashion, like the deadly character played by
Barbara Stanwick in Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity. This addsto the shallowness
that pervadesthefilm—weare seduced by itsvisual styleand use of sound, but do not

5 Rudolf E. Kuenzli (ed.), Dada and Surrealist Film, p. 10.
16 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p. 76.
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really get deeply involved with the characters. Atmosphere seemsto be moreimportant
than characterization.

Itisthese aspectsthat mostly distinguish Lost Highway from Meshes of the
Afternoon, because they are characteristic of acertain type of contemporary cinema
that sometimes baffles an ordinary viewer by presenting schemas that have not yet
been completely assimilated. After al, filmsinvolving juxtaposition of different ti-
mes, parody of well-defined genres, camp elements, and, most of all, theresistanceto
explaining theirrational, are amore or less recent tendency. Nevertheless, | believe
the study of such works will enable us not only to have a better understanding of
postmodernist filmsbut also to seethe challenging works of the past from adifferent
perspective. That iswhy | choseto study Meshes of the Afternoon and Lost Highway:
by pondering ontheway narrationisdealt with in these two apparently very different
filmswhich, however, do share so many interesting features, | intended to placethem
inadiaogic relation, so that Meshes of the Afternoon, as an experimental construct,
and Lost Highway, asan industrial postmodern product, could illuminate each other
and help us have abetter understanding of some of their meanings.
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