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David Lynch: The Dreamer

The Elephant Man

The screening on Tuesday 27 January will include a Q&A with actor
Dexter Fletcher

David Lynch on ‘The Elephant Man’

Can you talk a little about how The Elephant Man arose? Because that must be
one of the most inspired pieces, | think, of creative casting of a director to a
project that we’ve seen in quite a while. The film was a project originally with
Mel Brooks’s company, wasn't it?

No, it wasn't... It ended up with Brooksfilms, but it started off with two writers,
Christopher DeVore and Eric Bergren, who loved the idea and the story of the
Elephant Man, and wrote a screenplay. Jonathan Sanger, who later became
the producer of the film, optioned that screenplay. And Stuart Cornfeld, who
was working for Mel Brooks, read the screenplay, knew Jonathan, and Stuart
told me about The Elephant Man. | read the screenplay and | loved it. And
Stuart and Jonathan and | went to various studios - all the studios — and tried
to get them interested.

And what was their response?

It was turned down everywhere we went. They said, ‘No one wants to see a
film about a hideously deformed human being,’ and that’s what they said.
Meanwhile, Mel Brooks had read the script. It had been in his office and had
somehow gotten home, and he and Anne Bancroft both read it, and Mel fell in
love with it, and said he'd like very much to have it be his company’s first
picture. And he said, ‘We’re definitely going to need Chris and Eric, and we’re
going to need Jonathan, he’s optioned in the script, and Stuart can be
involved, but who's this guy, David Lynch?’ And Jonathan said, ‘Well, you're
going to have to see Eraserhead.” And | said, ‘This is the end of the road for
me.” And so Mel went into the screening room with Jonathan and Stuart and |
stayed out pacing back and forth.

The doors came bursting open and Mel came hurtling toward me and wrapped
his arms around me and said, ‘I love you. You're a mad man. You can do the
job.” So fate steps in again.

That was shot in London. Why was that? Why not shoot it in the States?

Well, it's a Victorian picture. And London, the mood - it would never have
happened, it would never have been the same. When | came here, especially
at the Eastern Hospital in Hackney — it's Hackney, right? As soon as | walked
into that hospital, | knew in my heart, or | felt | knew, Victorian England, the
atmosphere was still there. And the atmosphere is so much here, it’s incredible.
So it had to be here.

David Lynch interviewed by Chris Auty at the National Film Theatre, 12 December 1984
Robert Eggers on ‘The Elephant Man’

Lynch’s profoundly inimitable and groundbreaking canon is packed with
inspirational touchstones that | often revisit and study, from Twin Peaks: Fire
Walk with Me to Lost Highway to Infand Empire. But The Elephant Man is the
David Lynch film I've seen the most, and is certainly among my most
rewatched movies. Arguably, though, it is the least Lynchian of his films, both in
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its traditional cinematic storytelling and its unique setting. Lynch’s imaginary
playground flourishes in mid-century Americana. But Victorian London is a
world that more easily sparks my imagination and where | feel more at home,
which is why | gravitate to this film. And yet, | wonder how much Lynch’s dark
and sooty interpretation of this world has influenced my own infatuation. | saw
some of the beginning scenes on TV when | was quite young, maybe seven
years old, at my grandfather’s house. | don’t remember why | didn’t have the
chance to finish the movie, but | couldn’t shake the images of John Hurt and
make-up designer Christopher Tucker’s interpretation of Joseph Merrick — nor
the wild-eyed Freddie Jones with his unsettling tremors saying ‘LIFE ...
[insanely long pause]... is full of surprises’ — nor Anthony Hopkins’ single tear
when first seeing Merrick. Then, around twelve or thirteen years old, it was on
TV again, and | saw the whole thing. | was dumbfounded, and weeping. It was
years before | discovered Eraserhead and got to know who David Lynch was
as a filmmaker — and even without that context The Elephant Man was simply,
pound for pound, one of the most powerful films | had ever seen. It still is.

Lynch is synonymous with storytelling that defies conventional dramaturgy. But
like Picasso’s early naturalistic academic works, The Elephant Man showcases
that it takes a master of convention to have the unigue vision and the technical
ability to defy and reinvent it. Here he uses his distinctive talent to fully transport
the audience to another time and place using the resources and expertise of
traditional British filmmakers — but he pushes it further in his collaboration. The
atmosphere and world-building is so dense. From the pounding and throbbing
horror soundscapes of industrial London, to the dream prologue with Merrick’s
mother’s scream that can never be forgotten, to production designer Stuart
Craig’s astonishing detail of the Victorian ‘freak show’ — and all this captured
with Freddie Francis’'s masterful photography on black-and-white stock
(already archaic in 1980). While the tone and atmosphere is unmistakably
Lynchian, it is the elegance of the staging and camera work, the pace, the
exquisite naturalistic performances and the emotional thrust of the storytelling
that makes the film such an enduring classic — not just to cinephiles — but to
everyone who sees it. As John Hurt said in a 2001 documentary about the film,
‘If you can get to the end of The Elephant Man without being moved, | don’t
think you’'d be someone I'd want to know.” It is a masterpiece by the master.
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