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PURE SUBJECTIVITY AT THE DISJOINT OF BODY AND ENJOYMENT

In the following three further examples will be discussed, one each from the three mentioned films of Lynchs 
Los Angeles trilogy. To different degrees their characters can be referred to the three main clinical structures 
identified by Lacanian psychoanalysis: Neurosis, Perversion, and Psychosis.

Firstly, there is the failure of humor in a neurosis opening out into psychosis that is exemplified by the Mystery 
man meeting the protagonist Fred Pullman during a private party event in Lost Highway (fig. 33 to 35). Subli-
mation fails. Inhibited enjoyment turns into the sadistic, murderous enjoyment of Fred’s super-ego which the 
mystery man represents.
In Seminars XIV and XVII Lacan states that “the pure subject places itself at the joint or to say it better at the 
disjoint of body and enjoyment”20. Subjectivity in its pure form originates when “death enters the play”, namely 
from the “separation of enjoyment from the hitherto mortified body”.21

When Fred Madison (played by Bill Pullman) eventually slaughters his wife (fig. 36 to 38), he is in search of this 
“other enjoyment which is drifting”22 according to Lacan. It did not enter the subject’s topology. Unless it errs, 
it “takes refuge” in an “exclusive part of the body”23. Fred thereby places himself in the masterly position of pure 
subjectivity, in the position of the lord in Hegel’s lordship-bondage dialectic. Just like Hegel’s lord, he renounces 
the enjoyment of the natural body in order to achieve what Lacan calls the “surplus enjoyment”24. As we know, 

20  Cf. Lacan, Jacques: Le Séminaire livre XIV: La logique du phantasme (1966-67). Bregenz: Lacan-Archive, without year, p. 289: “[…] ce pur 
sujet se situe au joint ou pour mieux dire au disjoint du corps et de la jouissance”.

21  Cf. Lacan, Jacques: Le Séminaire XVII: L’envers de la psychanalyse (1969-70). Paris: Seuil 1991, p. 206. Lacan speaks of “[…] la séparation de 
la jouissance et du corps désormais mortifié, […]” in the following context: „La jouissance est très exactement corrélative à la forme première 
de l’entrée en jeu de ce qu j’appelle la marque, le trait unaire, qui est marque pour la mort, si vous voulez lui donner son sens. Observez bien 
que rien ne prend de sens que quand entre en jeu la mort.”

22  Translation W.B. Lacan, Séminaire XIV, p. 290: “Hegel tout de même n’oublie pas que ce n’est qu’une métaphore, c’est-à-dire que si Maître je 
suis, ma jouissance est déjà déplacèe, qu’elle dépend de la métaphore du serf et qu’il reste que pour lui comme pour ce que j’interroge dans 
l’acte sexuel, il y a une autre jouissance qui est à la derive.” Cf. Gorsen, Peter: “Der ‘kritische Paranoiker’, Kommentar und Rückblick”, in: 
Dalí, Salvador; Matthes, Axel (et al.): Unabhängigkeitserklärung der Phantasie und Erklärung der Rechte des Menschen auf seine 
Verrücktheit. München: Rogner und  Bernhard, 1974, p. 401-518, here 500f., on the “zerlegbare[n] Körper (corps démontable)” 
[dismountable body] (ibid. 501) of woman as a male wishful phantasy and allegedly as consummation of female exhibitionism.

23  Lacan, Séminaire XIV, p. 322. (Translation W.B.)

24  Translation W.B. Lacan, Séminaire XVII, p. 123: The lord renounces the “jouissance” of the body and thus gains the “plus-de-jouir”.

Screenshots from David Lynch, Lost Highway, 2002 Universum Film GmbH

Screenshots from David Lynch, Lost Highway, 2002 Universum Film GmbH
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he does so in vain, because he does not search in the right place as he mistakes the extremities and in-betweens 
of his wife’s as it were ‘dismountable’ (see Footnote 17) body for the significant articulation of her subjectivity. It 
is in this vein that Lacan states in Seminar XIV that “enjoyment becomes questionable on the level of woman”25. 
Enjoyment becomes questionable as a disintegrated part of the female body into which the socially excluded 
surplus-enjoyment has taken refuge. Socially excluded it is because our society – just as the majority of societies 
in history – is founded on the patriarchic exclusion of the sexual enjoyment of women, in the subjective and the 
objective sense of the expression, an exclusion under penalty of social or symbolic death. In Lost Highway, Fred 
Madison takes this question of enjoyment literally. He investigates the natural body of woman: he mortifies and 
dismembers his wife’s body to access the exclusive part within it, that is, the constitutively excluded part. As we 
know from the film, he will never have it.

There is, secondly, the failure of humor in psychosis as exemplified by the elderly couple (fig. 39) who at the 
beginning of Mulholland Drive accompany the main character Betty to the factory of (her) dreams in Hollywood. 
In the erratic smiles of the elderly couple we can sense a hidden substantial remainder of a surplus-enjoyment 
that corresponds to Betty’s/Diane’s mortified body which is the reverse side of her dream-life as an actress in 
Hollywood.

25  Translation W.B. Lacan, Séminaire XIV, p. 290: “[La] jouissance […] fait question […] au niveau de la femme”.

Screenshots from David Lynch, Mulholland Drive, 2002, Concorde Home Entertainment
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Betty will always already have been a mortified body (fig. 44-46), even if it is only at the very end of Mulholland 

Drive that Betty/Diane is driven into suicide precisely as the elderly people, possibly to be interpreted as parental 
imagos which have not properly been introjected, reappear in form of a traumatic psychotic hallucination (fig. 
40-43). 

Thirdly, there is the failure of humor in perversion that is exemplified by the canned laughter in the plush-rab-
bits’ sitcom setting (fig. 47) in INLAND EMPIRE. 

In perverse pleasure, the ego experiences the intense ambivalence of love and hatred at the same time. Inter-
passivity-theorists have affirmed perverse enjoyment as not only doubly intense but also as natural and possibly 
liberating. They are wrong, dead wrong, literally speaking, given that it is symbolic death which is denied in 
interpassive enjoyment. The canned laughter of television sitcoms is in fact a prime example of interpassivity 
theory. In Lynch’s Rabbits, by contrast, canned laughter and artificial applause are denounced as a weird and 

Screenshots from David Lynch, Mulholland Drive, 2002, Concorde Home Entertainment

Screenshots from David Lynch, Mulholland Drive, 2002, Concorde Home Entertainment

Screenshots from David Lynch, INLAND EMPIRE, 2006, Concorde Home Entertainment
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failed form of objective humor. They are denounced as an evil enjoyment separated from the rest of the scene, a 
scene which in INLAND EMPIRE actually functions as the primal scene of the main character Nikki/Sue, staged 
as a totemistic plush-rabbits family sitcom. Lynch stages this fetishized humor, which is an objectified or rather 
ab-jectified humor. This humor points to the silent workings of the death drive which in turn become symbol-
ized by the quick match which at the end starts to destroy the phantasmatic screen.

Towards the end of INLAND EMPIRE, Nikki will finally walk the walk, on the walk of fame, and pass through 
her imaginary death (fig. 48-53) which had only been veiled in the Rabbits-episodes. According to Lacan, the 
rejected enjoyment does not appear until the limit of the subject is approached. Hence it is at the very moment 
of Nikki’s imaginary death that the abject arises. Stabbed by another prostitute, Nikki/Sue will spit blood, her 
blood being the placeholder of the abject. As Kristeva in her 1980 essay on abjection has rightly suggested, spit-
ting out the abject is different from hysterical vomiting. The abject has never been introjected. It is not a bad 
object and therefore strictly speaking cannot be vomited. Rather it is the very being of the subject and as such 
irrepresentable, anaesthetic like Lacan’s object a. Therefore spitting blood is a fitting symbol for defense against 
the obtrusive enjoyment of the abject, yet it does not produce the abject itself. Never introjected, the abject is a 
limit-concept, it marks, like Lacan’s object a, the limit of the pleasure principle, because it is the part of the en-
joyment which does not fall under this principle. However, the abject leaves traces, namely in the erratic humor 
of the Japanese girl who sits next to the dying Nikki/Sue. The Japanese girl tells a story about her friend Niko, 
who, as we will learn, has a hole in her vagina wall. The erratic humor of her story corresponds to the moment 
of Hegelian Aufhebung, of sublation of the abject that occurs when Nikki passes through her own death. This 
sublation is something that can only be felt (and never be known), e.g. through initiation into a mysterious cult 
or into the staged mysteries of avant-garde art. Nikki dies and is symbolically reborn, as in an ancient mystery 
cult.26 If the spitting out of blood is an objectification of the abject core of Nikki’s subjectivity, then the erratic 
humor of the Japanese girl is the last resort of what remains abject. It makes us laugh and even makes Nikki ap-
pear almost absolutely comical, at least at one point when she briefly looks up as if listening to the story of the 
Japanese girl. The erratic humor indicates an enjoyment that has neither been spat out on the street nor been 
sublated into a new life. Rather it is something that finds its last resort in those who enjoy it, in us the spectators 
of the play-within-a-play who are now approaching their own inland empire. 

26  And like the candidates in the Eleusinian Mysteries, Nikki is subject to a symbolic form of retaliation. Cf. Kelsen, Hans: Vergeltung und 
Kausalität, Wien: Boehlau, 1982, p. 230.

Screenshots from David Lynch, INLAND EMPIRE, 2006, Concorde Home Entertainment
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So is evil Bob of Twin Peaks now with us? Or is this problematic enjoyment rather inviting us to critical thinking 
about the subjectivity of our time? Or is the staging of Nikki’s mystery on the contrary an uncritical “defense 
against the irruption of the drives and against social contradiction”, as we could presume with Julia Kristeva 
– given that historically the mystery cults, from Eleusis to the Roman catholic service, have regularly been the 
complicit reverse side of the patriarchal order? Lynch’s staged mystery of female enjoyment conquering death 
might be in perfect complicity with the patriarchal law, and be so in the very moment in which it makes us 
laugh about a hole in a vagina, because it fits all too well with a notorious phallocentric framing of female en-
joyment (of which Lacan is well aware): namely female enjoyment as double negation, an absence within an ab-
sence as it were. Which interpretation is the correct one? Whatever the answer may be, here we touch upon the 
social and political dimension of David Lynch’s art of the real. 

FIGURES
1: Screenshot from David Lynch, Mulholland Drive, 2002, Concorde Home Entertainment
2: Screenshot from David Lynch, INLAND EMPIRE, 2006, Concorde Home Entertainment
3 to 32: Screenshots from David Lynch, Twin Peaks, 2009, Paramount Pictures
33 to 38: Screenshots from David Lynch, Lost Highway, 2002 Universum Film GmbH
39 to 46: Screenshots from David Lynch, Mulholland Drive, 2002, Concorde Home Entertainment
47 to 53: Screenshots from David Lynch, INLAND EMPIRE, 2006, Concorde Home Entertainment


