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Blue Velvet

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
Contemporary reviews

In terms of David Lynch’s work, Blue Velvet marks a huge leap forward,
almost magically establishing him as the most provocative and inspired
director in the American mainstream. At the same time, the film also
represents a move back, as it effectively cancels out the two ‘commercial’
ventures, The Elephant Man and Dune, which followed the ‘cult’ success of
Eraserhead. To all intents and purposes, it is Lynch’s second feature. \What is
so striking about Blue Velvet, as with Eraserhead, is the absolute conviction
with which it renders and embraces the strangeness of its world, with no
recourse to any justification or correlative, whether historical/medical (the
monstrousness of John Merrick’s physical condition in The Elephant Man) or
generic (the science-fiction grotesquerie of Dune).

Although Dennis Hopper’s crazed Frank Booth initially seems to serve this
function, as he embodies the dark side of idyllic, placid Lumberton, the
intense physicality of his performance (as well as its specific relation to his role
in his own QOut of the Blue) effectively seals him off from all around him. The
fervour with which he mirrors Jeffrey — “You're like me, you fucker’, he
declares, before smearing him with his blood and kissing him — actually
emphasises the gap between them. Jeffrey’s problems are all his own.
Frank’s final removal from the film leaves Jeffrey’s world healed, but with its
capacity for the bizarre still intact. The final image of an artificial robin with a
bug in its beak serves precisely to emphasise this: Sandy’s dream of restored
harmony is fulfilled, but the quality of the image, its tone, signifies infinitely
more than it symbolically represents.

This sense of overloading pervades every aspect of the film. From the
saturated colours of the opening sequence — its too-red roses, too-white
fence and too-blue sky — through the ritualised, regressive excess of Hopper’s
sexual violence, to the beautifully forced naiveté of most of the dialogue,
Lynch resolutely refuses any naturalistic norm. This is not just a matter of the
surrealist edge to his work, more apparent than ever here, both visually and
ideologically. It also connects, almost paradoxically, with a certain
straightforwardness, an obviousness in the tone of Blue Velvet. For a fiim
which deals so much in what is hidden and repressed in both Lumberton and
its inhabitants, it is remarkably open about its own concerns. In particular, the
blatantly Freudian aspect of the proceedings — the striking down of his father
launching Jeffrey on an Oedipal journey in which he replaces an absent son,
makes love to the mother, and slays a villainous substitute father, before order
IS precariously restored — is jokingly underlined at every opportunity: the
archetypal dream image of Dorothy naked in the street; the figure of Dean
Stockwell’s Ben, one of Frank’s associates, as a focus of sexual ambiguity
(‘Goddamn, you are one suave fuck ... We love Ben’); the law of the father as
embodied in Detective Willlams; the castration symbolism of the severed ear,
etc.

Lynch then caps all this by hinting that Jeffrey, as he awakens in the garden,
may have dreamed the whole scenario. But the film’s very openness actually



renders this an irrelevant consideration: since the film displays itself to such a
degree, it almost requires no interpretation. The ‘dream’ is as much Sandy’s
as Jeffrey’s — indeed she claims it as hers as he sets off for his final encounter
with Frank — but either way its content is always both manifest and latent. Or
rather, these terms are collapsed together as the film speaks its meaning with
such clarity, and with a perfect sense of the bizarre. It is noticeable that the
movement and meaning of Blue Velvet are metaphorically contained in its first
seqguence: Lumberton’s sunny surface disrupted by a chance incident which
leads inexorably to a penetration of what seethes below. Thereafter, Lynch
merely ‘makes flesh’ what this trajectory suggests.

Within the opening sequence, however, it should also be noted that the first
intimation of violence is linked with the act of looking. Jeffrey’s mother
watches television, on which we see a shot of a gun. From then on, the film’s
tendency to offer tableau-like scenes, displays — Dorothy’s night-club
performance; Dean Stockwell’s mimed rendition of ‘In Dreams’; the grotesque
arrangement of the corpses which Jeffrey discovers in Dorothy’s apartment —
IS always matched by an emphasis on seeing. From Frank’s interdiction to
Dorothy (‘Don’t you fucking look at me’), through Jeffrey’s plea on being
discovered in her closet (‘I didn’t mean to do anything except see you’), to his
realisation that he is ‘seeing something that was always hidden’, the
questions of power, fear and knowledge which drive the fiim are always linked
to the idea of looking and vision. The epitome of this is clearly the long,
theatrical sequence in which Jeffrey spies on Frank’s mistreatment of
Dorothy. This becomes the film’s moral vortex, as it mirrors Jeffrey and Frank,
emphasising Jeffrey’s need to deal with what lies within himself.

But it is also worth emphasising the precise pornographic instruction from
Frank that Dorothy should spread her legs before his gaze. The sense here of
the sexual aggression inherent in looking is at its most acute, and gives a
particular edge to the implicating of both Jeffrey and the spectator in the ritual
being enacted. And there seems a pre-echo in the camera’s penetration of
the ground’s surface in the opening sequence, and a rhyme in the pull-out
from Jeffrey’s ear when he finally awakens on the same lawn. The absolute,



