
 
ABOUT THE EXHIBITION 
For close to 50 years, David Lynch has worked as a 
visual artist, filmmaker, musician, designer and writer, 
producing an extraordinary body of work. ‘Between 
Two Worlds’ is the largest Lynch retrospective to 
date and the first time his work has been exhibited in 
Australia. 

Featuring more than 200 artworks, audiences have the 
rare opportunity to consider Lynch’s painting, drawing, 
photography and printmaking alongside sculpture, 
sound works and musical composition, as well as video 
works, which have expanded his filmmaking into the 
digital realm.

The exhibition is not arranged chronologically, nor is it 
organised by medium or in strictly thematic groupings. 
Rather, the exhibition has been organised around three 
recurring ideas in Lynch’s work — ‘Man and machine’, 
‘The extra-ordinary’ and ‘Psychic aches’. 

David Lynch, Los Angeles 2014 / Photograph: Just Loomis / © Just Loomis

CONCEPTS 
For Lynch, wisdom is gained through ‘knowledge and 
experience of combined opposites’,1 and the exhibition 
explores this idea of duality and the balancing point 
between two opposing forces. Moving between 
the body and the world it inhabits, the exhibition 
examines Lynch’s enduring interests: industry and 
organic phenomena, inner conflict and the interplay 
of light and darkness, the duality of human nature 
and multiple selfhoods, life’s absurdities, and the 
possibility of finding a deeper reality in our experience 
of the everyday. In the exhibition, Lynch’s world shifts 
between the macro- and microscopic, and reflects 
his instinctive impulse to look beneath the surface of 
things, to not only find moments of beauty or horror in 
the everyday, but also to uncover deeper truths — the 
mysteries and possibilities that ensure the ordinary is 
also something more. 

ABOUT THE ARTIST 
David Lynch (b.1946, Missoula, Montana) is one of the 
most innovative, influential and distinctive artists of his 
generation. In the mid 1960s, he trained as a painter 
at the Corcoran School of Art, Washington DC, and 
the Boston Museum School, before studying at the 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, 
where he developed an interest in cinema. 

In 1970, he relocated to Los Angeles and studied 
filmmaking at the American Film Institute 
Conservatory, where he developed his debut feature 
Eraserhead (1977). The film considers aspects of 
the human condition that the artist has continued to 
explore throughout his career. Lynch’s filmmaking 
displays a singular vision and he has created numerous 
groundbreaking films, including The Elephant Man 
(1980), Blue Velvet (1986), Wild at Heart (1990), Twin 
Peaks: Fire Walk With Me (1992), Lost Highway (1997), 
Mulholland Drive (2001) and Inland Empire (2006), 
as well the celebrated television series Twin Peaks 
(1990–91), created with Mark Frost.
 
1 David Lynch quoted in Chris Rodley (ed.), Lynch on Lynch, rev. ed.,  
Faber and Faber, London, 2005, p.23.
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K e y  t h e m e s
MAN AND MACHINE 
‘Man and machine’ draws on Lynch’s fascination  
with the sites, apparatus and by-products of industry. 
Factories, machinery, mechanical actions and 
their industrial sounds feature prominently and, by 
extension, the mysterious nature of electricity is linked 
to expressions of both fear and desire.

In Lynch’s work, everything is seen to have a life 
cycle. Since adolescence, this idea has underpinned 
his interest in industrialisation as a symbol of the 
processes of creation and decay, similar to those 
found in nature. His depiction of organic phenomena 
mirrors this transformation, suggesting a porous 
world in which urban decay and material dissolution 
are beautiful reminders of the disorder or entropy 
governing our so-called ‘modern’ world.

Key works include Lynch’s archive of gelatin silver 
photographs from the late 1980s to 2000 of Polish, 
German, English and North American industrial 
landscapes. These photographs present a window  
onto otherworldly remnants of industry in the process 
of being overtaken by nature.

PSYCHIC ACHES 
‘Psychic aches’ reflects Lynch’s fascination with the 
human psyche and wrestling aspects of a dreaming 
consciousness into material form. Lynch views the 
subconscious as a place of conflict, where paranoia, 
phobias and moments of crisis are externalised, 
revealing the negativity and instability of the human 
condition. As he has said, ‘Everyone’s subconscious 
is filled with plenty of horror. All the things we don’t 
want to face with our conscious minds are there just 
waiting for us’.2

The disfigurement of the body frequently points to 
psychological suffering: Lynch’s manipulation of such 
imagery, in photography and painting, celebrates the 
beauty of distortion, deformity and corrupt vision 
through digital and painterly intervention. 

These bodily transformations are illustrated in the 
1999 suite of ‘Distorted Nudes’, in which the limbs and 
faces of nineteenth-century Victorian photographic 
nudes are manipulated.

2 Julien Frydman, Paris Photo by David Lynch, Göttingen, Germany, 2012, p.79.

THE EXTRA-ORDINARY 
‘The extra-ordinary’ considers the interplay between 
what is hidden and what is revealed in Lynch’s work  
and how, with their beauty or horror intensified, 
everyday objects, processes and experiences take  
on an exaggerated character. 

Lynch’s propensity to focus on the organic, overlooked 
and hidden aspects of everyday experience and 
materials allows the artist to find the miraculous in 
the mundane. Conversely, with his use of absurd and 
deadpan humour, Lynch makes the extraordinary 
sometimes seem altogether ordinary, even if darkly so. 

Lynch’s drawings on Post-it notes, napkins and 
matchbooks emphasise everyday objects as a 
repository of consciousness.

Insects (ants, bees, stink bugs) — arranged and 
catalogued in drawings and watercolours — are 
implicated in a fantastical microcosm of the world.

Lynch’s fascination with 1940s and 1950s tract homes 
and seemingly idyllic neighbourhoods alludes to the 
idea of a dark and deceptive force at work in the world 
— what the artist has termed ‘fear in the air’.3

3 David Foster Wallace, ‘David Lynch keeps his head’, in A Supposedly Fun Thing 
I’ll Never Do Again: Essays and Arguments, Little, Brown and Company, Boston, 
1997, p.161.

ABOVE David Lynch / Head #3 (from the ‘Small Stories’ series) 2013 / Gelatin 
silver print on Baryta paper AP 1/2 / 81.5 x 90cm (sheet) / Courtesy: The artist 
and Item éditions, Paris / © David Lynch
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B e f o r e  y o u r  v i s i t 
RESEARCH AND LEARN 

Context for viewing the exhibition   
Cultural and Literary Theory

Marcel Duchamp (French artist and writer) explored the 
role of the audience while engaging with works of art — 
in literary terms, the ‘reader-response theory’. 

This theory reflects the importance of the audience 
in activating meaning/s in artworks. It encourages the 
viewer’s active participation in the deconstruction and 
reconstruction of meaning in an artist’s work.

 
 

MARCEL DUCHAMP 
‘The creative act is not performed by the artist alone; 
the spectator brings the work in contact with the 
external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner 
qualifications and thus adds his contribution to the 
creative act.’
Marcel Duchamp, ‘The Creative Act’, Convention of the American Federation 
of Arts, Houston, Texas, April 1957.

The artist’s aesthetics  
Lynch’s influences and contemporaries 

Each of the film directors below share a connection, 
directly or indirectly, with David Lynch. 

•  Freddie Francis (1917–2007), English 
cinematographer and film director

•  Federico Fellini (1920–1993), Italian film  
director and screenwriter 

•  Alfred Hitchcock (1899–1980), English film  
director and producer 

•  Billy Wilder (1906–2002), Austrian-born American 
film director, screenwriter, producer and artist 

Research these directors and identify their film styles —  
i.e. classic, film noir, realist, surrealist, melodrama, 
Hollywood, minimalist, formalist, expressionist, new 
wave, etc. 

Identify and describe any stylistic similarities between 
Lynch and these directors by watching excerpts from 
key films. Compare and contrast narrative conventions 
and approaches to sound, editing and cinematography.
Artists who are primary points of influence and 
confluence include:

•  René Magritte (1898–1967), Belgian surrealist artist 

•  Francis Bacon (1909–92), Irish-born British 
figurative painter known for his bold and 
emotionally-charged imagery

•  Dennis Hopper (1936–2010), American actor, 
filmmaker, photographer and artist

•  William Eggleston (b.1939), American photographer

DID YOU KNOW?

The musical The Wizard of Oz 1939 and Billy 

Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard 1950 are important 

film references for David Lynch. 

Abstract fragments

Choose something that could act as a fragment found 
in an artwork by Lynch, such as a non-narrative text, 
symbol or object (refer to the list below for ideas). 
Draw, photograph or photocopy the fragment for your 
journal prior to your Gallery visit. This fragment will 
become a clue in a mystery, a challenge or a creative 
adventure which you will explore when you visit 
‘Between Two Worlds’.

FRAGMENTS BY GENRE FRAGMENTS BY CONTEXT

FAIRYTALE MYSTERY THEN NOW

bean

crumbs

rabbit hole

mirror

box

handwritten 
note/letter

door

photograph

key

box

photograph

handwritten 
note/letter

USB

inbox

digital image

text message

‘When you only see a part, it’s even stronger than 
seeing the whole. The whole might have a logic, but 
out of its context, the fragment takes on a tremendous 
value of abstraction. It can become an obsession’.
  Chris Rodley (ed.), Lynch on Lynch, rev. ed., Faber and Faber, London, 2005, p.231.
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Due to capacity restrictions in this space, 
please explore the works in small groups. 

D u r i n g  y o u r  v i s i t 
OBSERVE, COLLECT AND RECORD

FOCUS ARTWORK  | Untitled 2007

Untitled 2007 (above) is an installation based on  
a very small drawing (opposite) by Lynch from c.1977. 
It is a full-scale replica living room complete with 
painted walls, furniture and lighting. The drawing’s 
diminishing perspective is disorienting, while 
antechambers allow viewers to literally walk in and 
through the drawing’s limits. The installation was 
originally made for Lynch’s first major retrospective 

Dean Hurley discussing ‘The Air is on Fire’ sound installation  
on ARTE Radio, Sacred Bones Records/SoundCloud

ABOVE Untitled c.1977 / Felt-tip marker on paper / 7.6 x 12.7cm (sheet) /
Collection: Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain, Paris / © David Lynch

at the Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain in 
Paris and features an evocative soundscape composed 
by Lynch and his musical collaborator Dean Hurley. The 
composition uses industrial sound to create a distinct 
mood. Hurley describes some of the enigmatic sounds 
and samples as ‘brief phrases of machines working’, 
‘characteristic winds’, ‘punch-presses pitched down’, 
‘train mechanisms and large steel factory samples’, 
and ‘metal structures that were welded together’. 

Mysterious ways | Observe clues and mysteries 
The installation Untitled 2007 is located just inside the 
exhibition entrance. When you view the artwork, imagine 
where you would place the fragment you prepared before 
your visit. In your mind, select a place for your fragment 
(in its original form) somewhere in the room. It might help 
to view the installation as a movie set or a stage where  
a play is performed. 

Through creative writing or storyboarding, draft a 
personal response to Untitled 2007.

You may find these prompts helpful:
1) an anonymous character enters the set alone 

2)  the character discovers the fragment as a  
clue to a mystery 

3) the character asks these questions: 

• Who does this belong to?
• What could this reveal? 
• Where will this take me?

Listen and learn | Examine the interplay 
between Lynch’s work and his audience 
Look at the artworks, but avoid reading the wall texts. 
Record your ideas about each work using words, phrases 
and quick sketches. Some works may communicate a 
story, others an atmosphere, setting or sense of time; 
some could even convey timelessness.

Bodies and factories  
Explore characters and settings 
What situations does your character encounter?  
Do they come into contact with other characters?  
Sketch these in your journal.

Grow small stories  
Record thoughts and feelings
David Lynch believes that ‘small stories can grow into 
huge stories’.4 Think of the way your sketches could be 
the beginning of a larger creative project. In your journal, 
next to your drawings, record key words, themes and 
ideas for further development:

• Backstories: abandonment, hope, decay

• Relationships: ownership, trust, conflict

• Emotions: fear, confusion, despair
4 David Lynch, artist statement, ‘Small Stories’, Maison Européenne  
de la Photographie, 15 January – 16 March 2014.

ABOVE Untitled 2007 Installation after a drawing by David Lynch; designed for the 
exhibition ‘David Lynch: The Air is on Fire’, Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain, 
Paris, 2007 / 700 x 805 x 340cm / Collection: Fondation Cartier pour l’art 
contemporain, Paris / © David Lynch / Photograph: Patrick Gries

https://soundcloud.com/sacredbones/dean-hurley-interview
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 A f t e r  y o u r  v i s i t 
DEVELOP AND DESIGN

Revelations | Combine and sequence  

Revisit your notes, sketches and ideas from  
before and during your visit. 

You should have:

• a fragment/clue

• a sequence where a character discovers the 
fragment/clue and an associated mystery

• sketches of Lynch’s landscapes and human forms

• key words, themes and ideas relating to  
backstories, relationships and emotions

1)    Create a text or use imagery to communicate your 
narrative — write a short story or script for a play; 
compose a painting, song or soundscape; shoot a 
series of photographs; produce a short film.

 
 

The everyday aesthetic  
Move between aesthetic polarities 

2)   Collect images, shoot footage and record sounds 
that capture a sense of the everyday (for example, 
images of domestic life, footage of a person walking 
through a house, the sound of a kitchen appliance 
being used).

       Using apps and software, experiment with your 
imagery and soundtrack. Push the limits of 
post-production so everyday images and sounds 
are transformed into mysterious and macabre 
impressions of the mundane. Rely on dark humour 
and a sense of play to create another version of 
your day-to-day world.

For more information about 
 'David Lynch: Between Two Worlds':

EXHIBITION WEBSITE 

VIEW HERE

QAGOMA BLOG

VIEW HERE

AUSTRALIAN CINÉMATHÈQUE PROGRAM

VIEW HERE
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