
COMMUNICATION AND MEDIA IN ASIA PACIFIC (CMAP) 
2024, VOL. 7, NO.1, 30-43.  
http://doi.org/10.14456/cmap.2024.3   

 

David Lynch’s Eraserhead (1977): Misogyny and Domestic 
Violence versus Aesthetic Value 
 
Gorrawiya Aphipobthitikorna*  
aFreelance Actress, Thailand 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

David Lynch’s films have sparked strong 
reactions, particularly regarding their portrayal of 
women. Some critics, like Laura Mulvey, Sue 
Lafky, and Lucy Fischer, have argued that his 
work perpetuates negative stereotypes and 
potentially harmful depictions (Lafky, 2000). 
However, Lynch himself maintains a secluded 
creative process, distancing himself from such 
interpretations. They are concerned that the 
elements within Lynch’s films are consistently 
disturbing and bewildering and claimed that his 
female characters are the victims of his personal 
misogynistic fantasy. Perhaps the absence of 
consideration of the irony that exists within each 
film results in this critical misinterpretation; 
wherein sex is artistically constituted by Lynch 

within the storyline to convey deeper meanings 
inside the bittersweet fantasy, especially in 
Eraserhead (1977), one of his most controversial 
films. Critics have lodged various objections and 
expressed anxieties concerning specific elements 
within Lynch's work, deeming them potentially 
problematic or reinforcing negative social 
constructs. While Eraserhead is known for its 
surreal and dreamlike qualities, some feminist 
critics argue that the film perpetuates harmful 
gender stereotypes and objectification of women, 
citing specific examples: 
 1. Mary’s Role as a Conventional Mother: 
Some viewers argue that Mary X embodies a 
traditional, stereotypical role as a mother. Her 
character conforms to societal expectations of 
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women as nurturers, and her decision to leave her 
child with Henry is seen as a subversion of this 
role, which can be interpreted as a commentary on 
the limitations and pressures placed on women in 
conventional domestic roles. This also adds to the 
notion of the lack of agency for female characters 
in the film. 
 2. Absence of Female Perspective: The 
Lady in the Radiator, an enigmatic and 
otherworldly character within the film, has been 
interpreted by some viewers as a representation of 
an idealized and unattainable feminine presence. 
However, her character is devoid of depth and 
complexity, lacking a genuine female perspective. 
She appears primarily as a symbol of escapism 
from the harsh and nightmarish reality depicted in 
the rest of the film. This absence of a fully realized 
female character with her own narrative arc 
contributes to the critique that Lynch’s film lacks a 
true female perspective. 

3. Passive Masculinity and Emotional 
Neglect: Focus on Henry Spencer’s passive and 
emotionally detached character. His inability to 
communicate effectively with Mary and his 
emotional withdrawal are seen as reflecting a form 
of emotional neglect within the context of their 
relationship. This portrayal can be seen as an 
exploration of the impact of traditional gender 
roles on male behavior and emotional expression. 
 4. Unequal Power Dynamics: The power 
dynamics between Henry and Mary are also 
scrutinized. Some viewers argue that Mary’s 
departure represents an attempt to break free from 
an oppressive relationship and societal norms. The 
power imbalance between the two characters is 
seen as a commentary on the unequal distribution 
of power in heterosexual relationships. 
 5. Representation of Domestic Violence: 
The scene where Henry interacts with the deformed 
child has been interpreted by some viewers as a 
disturbing portrayal of his isolation, anxiety, and the 
overwhelming challenges of fatherhood. The 
unsettling imagery in this scene is seen as more 
symbolic than a literal depiction of violence.  This 
interpretation highlights the potential emotional 
strain associated with navigating the complexities of 
parenthood. 
 6. Surreal and Nightmarish Atmosphere: 
Eraserhead’s surreal and nightmarish atmosphere 
has been interpreted by some viewers as a 
metaphor for the profound emotional distress 
experienced within certain domestic situations. 
These interpretations delve into the film's unsettling 
mood to explore the potential psychological burdens 
associated with such environments. The film’s 
distorted portrayal of domestic life symbolizes the 
entrapment and unease caused by traditional gender 
roles and societal expectations. The eerie imagery is 

seen as an allegorical representation of the hidden 
emotional turmoil and the psychological struggles 
experienced by women within oppressive 
domestic contexts. 
 
Historical Background: David Keith Lynch 
(1946-present) 

David Lynch’s unique perspective finds 
beauty in hidden realities and darkness. His early 
films, like "The Alphabet" and "The Grandmother," 
illustrate his ability to turn the ordinary into the 
unsettling. "The Alphabet" portrays the nightmare 
of learning, while "The Grandmother" explores the 
bond between a boy and his surrogate grandmother. 
Lynch's surreal imagery and narrative ambiguity 
depict family life as a surrealistic nightmare, 
reflecting societal dysfunction. Understanding 
Lynch's filmmaking style is crucial for appreciating 
the depth of analysis in this research. 

Lynch’s films represent his idea that 
storylines should be convoluted and plot unresolved 
to more nearly mimic real life. Even if Lynch’s films 
are not necessarily naturalistic, they are ‘real’ in their 
depiction of what life is: a perplexing, irrational series 
of events, wherein each individual makes his or her 
own interpretation of each event and life’s purpose is 
intangible. ‘Lynchian’ describes films with unusual 
imagery and macabre themes. It also encompasses 
unique mise en scène elements, including character 
performance, camera work, lighting, and more. 
Lynch’s distinct storytelling, marked by murders, 
dreams, nonlinear narratives, and societal critiques, 
remains consistent throughout his career, offering an 
unflinching examination of American Dreams’ 
darker aspects. Most characters that Lynch created 
are neoclassical, wholesome archetypes. The 
antagonists are deep in details (Devlin, & Biderman, 
2011). 

In addition, Lynchian style is deeply 
connected to the exploration of dreams and the 
subconscious mind. Lynch’s films blur reality and 
dreams, crafting surreal experiences. Dreams are a 
central theme, revealing human psyche complexities, 
hidden desires, fears, and memories. Sigmund Freud 
saw the unconscious as a repository for primal 
desires and impulses, drawing from unnoticed real-
life experiences (Freud, & Crick, 1999). Lynch 
seamlessly blended moving images and dreams, 
captivating audiences with a narrative that explores 
characters’ subconscious, delving into deep 
emotions, trauma, and conflicts. Dreams serve as a 
portal to evoke intense and hauntingly beautiful 
sensations. Eraserhead leaves a lasting impact due to 
his adept use of cinema to convey the enigmatic and 
intense nature of dreams, which often confront 
characters with altered identities, highlighting  
the fluidity of self-perception in dreams and  
the subconscious. His non-linear narratives, 
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resembling dream structures, challenge conventional 
storytelling, inviting the audience to interpret the 
film’s meanings through dream logic. These 
dreamlike visions invite exploration beyond logical 
consciousness and personal identity. He blurred 
cinematic norms, merging reality with surrealism, 
navigating the line between artistic and commercial 
legitimacy. His films frequently contain female 
protagonists, but do they favor a female perspective? 
A thorough analysis will reveal evidence to support 
the hypothesis. 
 
Objectives 
 
 Studying David Lynch and finding 
counterpoints to the accusations of misogyny in 
Eraserhead is essential for several reasons: 

1. Context and Interpretation: Analyzes 
Eraserhead to understand Lynch's artistic choices 
(character portrayals, interactions) within the film's 
broader themes (alienation, parenthood). Results 
detail specific scenes and dialogue, while 
Discussion connects these findings to Lynch's 
vision and themes, challenging simplistic 
interpretations. 

2. Critical Analysis: Dissect Mary's 
portrayal, analyzing her actions and interactions 
with Henry within the film's power dynamics. This 
reveals her motivations and the complexities of 
their situation. Instead of simply labeling it 
misogynistic, we can explore themes of alienation, 
fear, and parental anxieties, leading to a richer 
understanding of Mary and the film's portrayal of 
women. 

3. Artistic Expression: Look into 
Eraserhead's lighting, camera movement, and 
sound design to highlight the film's ambiguity. 
Examine how these components, particularly in 
scenes related to gender, generate interpretations 
that go beyond misogyny. 

4. Cultural Reflection: Lynch’s films often 
reflect and comment on societal norms and gender 
roles. This analyzes Eraserhead to see how the 
historical context of the movie affects how gender 
is portrayed. Through a study that links the movie 
to societal concerns and the critical reception of the 
time, Eraserhead is positioned as a reflection of 
cultural conventions and the current discourse 
about gender in art and media. 

5. Dialogues and Discussions: This 
analysis examines Eraserhead through established 
critiques (misogyny, violence), aiming to spark 
conversation about the film's role in ongoing 
debates about representation, gender dynamics, 
and artistic responsibility in film. By leveraging 
these established debates, the analysis prompts a 
deeper consideration of Eraserhead's contribution 
to these important discussions. 

6. Personal Growth: By exploring and 
confronting complex themes in art, the audience 
can develop a deeper understanding of societal 
issues, challenging preconceptions and fostering 
personal growth. This also encourages diversity in 
the filmmaking realm. 

7. The Evolving Psychological Impact of 
Film Analysis: A theoretical concept influencing 
viewers' thoughts and feelings over time.  It 
focuses on existing literature to understand how 
analyzing films can lead to deeper interpretations 
and evolving emotional responses. 
 
Research Questions 

1. How do the mise en scène within 
Eraserhead convey deeper meanings? 

2. What are the cultural and psychological 
theories behind Eraserhead? 

3. What characteristics consisted in 
Lynchian tropes that are controversially depicted 
by critics? 

4. What are the opposing standpoints that 
go against the critics’ accusation and support 
Lynch’s pure intention that aesthetic value is the 
ultimate goal for his career? 
 
Literature Review and Approaches 
 
Psychology behind Films 

Film, a cornerstone of cultural expression, 
has long intrigued academics in the arts and 
humanities. They dissect its ability to evoke unique 
experiences and delve into the psychological 
underpinnings of its impact on audiences. Hugo 
Münsterberg pioneered this interdisciplinary 
approach, aiming to understand both the 
psychological mechanisms at play in film reception 
and its status as an artistic medium. He saw films as 
more than mere entertainment, but as rich sources of 
human behavior, offering myriad examples for 
study. Münsterberg posited that the film 
experience, with its blend of reality and visual 
representation, triggers a complex, almost surreal 
mental state in viewers. He argued that films tap 
into our psychological faculties, mirroring 
subjective experiences and presenting as-if beliefs 
and sensations. 

In essence, films harness the creative power 
by mimicking psychological processes, offering a 
window into the human psyche (Münsterberg, 
1916). Films offer viewers extraordinary scenes that 
depart from everyday reality, shaping perceptions 
beyond conventional bounds. Hugo Münsterberg 
emphasized the intricate nature of audience 
responses to films, involving choices, imagination, 
memory, and emotional regulation. While films 
serve to educate and entertain, excessive exposure 
and misinterpretation can negatively influence 
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thoughts and worldviews. Bell Hooks critiqued the 
pervasive influence of media on our imaginations, 
highlighting the conscious manipulation of 
representations in filmmaking. Cultural criticism 
and studies intervene politically to unveil the 
deliberate crafting of images and challenge notions 
of pure creativity and imagination. (Hooks, 1997) 

Film psychology is taught globally, 
merging various disciplines with a focus on 
audience neuroscience. Topics include therapeutic 
aspects of films, commercial effectiveness, and 
media portrayal of psychologists. Film analysis has 
progressed beyond psychoanalysis, incorporating 
cognitive psychology. This trend will continue with 
technological advancements. Zillmann's research 
on violent media revealed its impact on aggression, 
particularly in hostile men. Highly aggressive 
individuals showed increased aggression after 
viewing violent films, suggesting technology blurs 
the line between fiction and reality (Bryant & 
Zillmann, 2002). Lynch's storytelling draws heavily 
from Freud's Psychoanalysis, exploring the 
subconscious to understand human behavior. 
Freud's theory uncovers latent desires, internal 
conflicts, and past experiences shaping mental 
processes. It introduces concepts like the id, ego, 
and superego and uses techniques such as free 
association and dream interpretation. Dreams, seen 
as the 'royal road to the unconscious', reveal 
suppressed emotions and memories. Therapists 
interpret dreams symbolically to access hidden 
concerns. Suppressed thoughts may change in 
dream content (Mcleod, 2023). 

Lynch's films intricately blend 
psychoanalytic principles, exploring the human 
mind. Dream sequences, surreal visuals, and 
fragmented narratives mirror Freud's emphasis on 
the unconscious. Themes of duality, identity, and 
the psyche align with Freud's theories. Characters 
symbolically express inner turmoil and desires. 
Mental disorders play a central role, from psychosis 
to paranoia. Eraserhead delves into its protagonist's 
distorted mental landscape, merging reality and 
nightmares. Henry's journey delves into existential 
dread and isolation. Lynch's storytelling immerses 
the audience in Henry's consciousness, creating an 
unsettling experience. 
 
A Descent into Disillusionment: Deconstructing 
Eraserhead through a 1970s American Lens 

David Lynch's surreal masterpiece, 
Eraserhead (1977), transcends its grotesque 
imagery to function as a potent allegory for the 
social and political anxieties gnawing at post-
Vietnam America (Rollins, 1984). The film's 
pervasive sense of alienation, anxiety, and despair 
resonates deeply with the disillusionment felt by 
many Americans following a conflict marked by 

immense human cost (1.5 million casualties) and a 
fracturing of national unity (Kent State shootings). 
Henry Spencer's profound isolation within a 
decaying industrial landscape mirrors the 
psychological trauma and societal disenchantment 
plaguing a nation grappling with the aftermath of a 
divisive war. The film's desolate urban 
environment evokes the ravaged landscapes of 
Vietnam broadcasted nightly on American 
television, establishing a visual parallel to the 
psychological wasteland that the war created (Lev, 
2000). 

Examining Eraserhead through this 
historical lens reveals a deeper thematic layer. The 
film's unsettling atmosphere, characterized by 
malfunctioning machinery and ever-present, 
oppressive industrial noise, evokes a sense of a 
world on the brink of collapse. This resonates with 
the anxieties about societal breakdown that 
permeated American consciousness in the wake of 
Vietnam. The war exposed the limitations of 
American power and challenged the nation's long-
held belief in its exceptionalism. Eraserhead's 
bleak vision, devoid of hope or redemption, can be 
seen as a reflection of this collective anxiety, a 
sense that the American Dream – the promise of 
prosperity and upward mobility – had been 
shattered by the realities of war (Jespersen, 2000). 
By situating the film within this historical context, 
we gain a richer understanding of its depth. 
Eraserhead emerges not just as a surreal 
nightmare, but as a powerful commentary on the 
disillusionment that plagued a nation. However, 
the film's thematic reach extends beyond the long 
shadow of Vietnam. Eraserhead can also be 
interpreted as a reflection of the cultural shifts of 
the 1970s. The sterile, artificial environment of 
Henry's apartment, with its malfunctioning 
appliances and bizarre creatures like the "chicken" 
baby, could be a critique of the utopian ideals of 
the counterculture movement of the 1960s. 
Perhaps the counterculture's attempts to establish 
alternative structures resulted in a different kind of 
alienation, one devoid of meaning and connection. 
This is embodied by the grotesque "chicken" baby 
– a monstrous offspring conceived in a sterile, 
loveless environment, a far cry from the free love 
and societal transformation envisioned by the 
counterculture. The film's fragmented narrative 
and lack of clear answers further reflect this 
disillusionment. 

Understanding David Lynch's background 
sheds light on the thematic richness of Eraserhead" 
Researching his early influences reveals a 
fascination with artists like Francis Bacon, whose 
grotesque and distorted figures resonate with the 
film's unsettling imagery. Additionally, filmmakers 
like Sergei Eisenstein, known for his use of montage 
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and dreamlike sequences, might have influenced 
Lynch's fragmented narrative style (Rodriguez, 
2002). Examining these influences allows us to 
appreciate how Eraserhead is not merely a random 
collection of disturbing visuals, but a product of 
artistic inspiration channeled through Lynch's 
unique lens. Furthermore, Lynch's upbringing in an 
industrial city like Missoula, Montana, likely played 
a role in shaping the bleak and alienating 
environment depicted in Eraserhead. The film's 
sterile apartments, malfunctioning machinery, and 
oppressive atmosphere could be seen as a reflection 
of the harsh realities of industrial life. Perhaps 
Lynch's early experiences with this environment 
instilled a sense of alienation and disillusionment 
that permeates his work, including Eraserhead. 
Examining his background allows us to connect 
the film's visual landscape to the social realities 
that might have informed Lynch's artistic vision. 
By deconstructing Eraserhead through the lens of 
1970s America and exploring David Lynch's 
artistic influences and background, we gain a 
deeper appreciation for the multifaceted brilliance 
of the film. It transcends the horror genre to 
function as a social commentary, a cultural 
critique, and a window into the psyche of a nation 
grappling with profound disillusionment. 
 
Societal Movements and their influence on 
Eraserhead 

In Eraserhead (1977), a haunting unease 
mirrors post-Vietnam War existential dread. The 
portrayal of premarital relationships reflects 
societal shifts in values, questioning established 
norms. The 1970s witnessed a continuation of the 
social movements for sexual freedom that began in 
the 1960s. This movement challenged traditional 
views on intimacy, advocating for personal choice 
and responsible relationships. Activists pushed for 
wider access to birth control, recognizing its 
importance in individual decision-making and 
personal well-being. The 70s’ sexual revolution 
‘Premarital Sex’ gained acceptance amidst societal 
changes. Accessible birth control reduced 
unwanted pregnancies. Evolving relationships, 
delayed marriage, and changing values led to 
increased premarital sex. The importance of 
virginity for women diminished (Kahn, 1998). 

The 1970s saw the rise of a social 
movement advocating for expanded individual 
rights, including greater control over personal 
well-being. This movement championed access to 
birth control and reproductive health services, 
which ultimately influenced societal views on 
premarital intimacy. Film analysis during this 
period also underwent a shift, placing a new 
emphasis on portrayal and representation. This 
approach re-evaluated how women were depicted 

in films, leading to a broader understanding of film 
history and influencing the creation of film 
festivals and journalism that focused on a wider 
range of voices. 

The movement challenged ingrained 
societal attitudes that limited personal expression 
and well-being. Their efforts aimed to dismantle 
these limitations and reshape society towards 
fairness and respect for individual choices. Their 
pursuit of autonomy, education, and reproductive 
rights transformed societal paradigms and 
deepened the understanding of sexuality as a core 
aspect of human identity. By confronting and 
dismantling patriarchal norms, the movement 
paved the way for a more inclusive and just future, 
free from discrimination and violence related to 
sexuality. The movement's core idea, considered 
unconventional at the time, was that individuals 
have the right to explore their sexuality freely. This 
challenged traditional views on intimacy and 
advocated for personal choice in sexual matters. 
Social conservatives, however, viewed the sexual 
revolution as an invitation for promiscuity and an 
attack on traditional values. 

Eraserhead's Everlasting Relevance: Social 
Movements and the Legacy of a Film. The 1977 
film Eraserhead by David Lynch explores 
loneliness, alienation, and existential dread in a 
hauntingly unsettling way. The picture was released 
during the Vietnam War, and its disturbing mood 
clearly captures the general anxiety of the time. But 
a closer look reveals that Eraserhead was 
questioning existing social norms regarding 
premarital sex and family structures by portraying 
unusual relationships, especially Henry's dynamic 
with Mary, which connected with the rising Sexual 
Liberation Movement of the 1970s. It's difficult 
simply placing Eraserhead in its historical context 
in order to understand its lasting significance. A 
thorough examination shows how the movie both 
mirrors and maybe criticizes current social 
movements. First of all, Henry's portrayal as a 
troubled, isolated father struggling to raise a peculiar 
child could be interpreted as a commentary on 
societal expectations.  This perspective aligns with 
contemporary discussions about the pressures 
associated with traditional masculinity. Mary's 
sudden pregnancy and childbirth in Eraserhead 
spark discussions about contemporary issues 
surrounding personal well-being and decision-
making. Does the film portray societal anxieties 
about intimacy (Murray, 2022) or serve as a 
cautionary tale about the challenges of unplanned 
parenthood? We may show how Eraserhead's 
examination of societal worries and the challenging 
of accepted standards still has relevance in today's 
social movements and film studies discussions by 
examining these extra levels of interpretation. This 
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method establishes Eraserhead's status as a movie 
with lasting social and cultural significance by 
extending the research outside a historical 
framework. 
 
Statement of Assumption 
 
 David Lynch's Eraserhead has been the 
subject of much debate, particularly regarding its 
portrayal of women. This research proposes a 
deeper analysis of the film, focusing on Lynch's 
unique filmmaking techniques. We suspect that a 
closer examination of his symbolism and 
unconventional storytelling will reveal a richer 
understanding of the female characters and the 
film's exploration of sexuality. By meticulously 
dissecting these elements, we aim to demonstrate 
that Lynch's approach goes beyond superficial 
interpretations. This deeper analysis seeks to 
uncover a potentially more complex portrayal of 
the female characters and their connection to the 
themes of sexuality. We propose that Lynch might 
be employing these elements not simply for shock 
value, but as deliberate and thought-provoking 
devices intended to convey deeper meanings and 
spark audience discussions about relevant social 
issues. 
 
Research Methodology 
 
Description of Research Design and Procedures 
Used 

The core objectives of the undertaken 
research encompass a twofold exploration: A 
meticulous investigation into the aesthetic 
intricacies encapsulated within one of the most 
controversial cinematic works of David Lynch, 
namely Eraserhead, and a comprehensive 
discourse on the contrasting perspectives put forth 
by critics regarding apparent themes of misogyny 
and sexual violence in these films, juxtaposed 
against divergent viewpoints. The research 
methodology involves a methodical segmentation 
of data into distinct sections, each centered around 
a particular film, functioning as a pivotal point of 
reference. Employing both film analysis and 
literary scrutiny, the research takes a qualitative 
approach, enhanced by an in-depth interview to 
delve into the multifaceted dimensions of the 
subject matter. Through the amalgamation of 
descriptive analyses, the research meticulously 
dissects the narrative threads and cinematographic 
compositions of crucial scenes within the selected 
film, shedding light on the intricate nuances that 
contribute to their aesthetic value. 

Furthermore, the research aims to engage 
in a comprehensive examination of critiques, 
acknowledging their concerns of potential 

misogyny and domestic violence, while also 
endeavoring to encapsulate dissenting viewpoints 
that present alternative interpretations. By 
adopting this multi-dimensional approach, the 
research seeks to unravel the intricate tapestry 
woven by Lynch’s cinematic creations, examining 
both their artistic merit and the complex socio-
cultural discussions they evoke. In doing so, the 
study aspires to provide a comprehensive 
exploration that bridges the gap between aesthetic 
appreciation, critique, and diverse perspectives on 
these thought-provoking cinematic works. 

This analysis discusses the significance of 
cultural studies in understanding the complex web 
of human interactions, including production, 
distribution, power dynamics, and experiences. It 
emphasizes the importance of methodologies such 
as content analysis, semiotics, and discourse 
analysis to dissect and comprehend cultural 
contexts, revealing patterns, symbols, and 
communication dynamics. By combining these 
methods, the research aims to offer a deeper 
appreciation of cultural landscapes, contributing to 
a comprehensive understanding of culture’s 
influence on films and human experiences. This 
research relies on observation as its primary data 
collection method, delving into real-world settings 
to analyze film sequences and uncover the 
underlying norms. It goes beyond mere 
identification of facts, aiming to unearth nuanced 
meanings within various aspects of human 
interactions, societal structures, and contextual 
intricacies. The analysis seeks to understand the 
complex interplay between these components, 
offering a comprehensive understanding. By 
immersing in observation and dissecting situations, 
it aims to provide valuable insights into the 
multifaceted dynamics that shape the audience’s 
world, contributing to a deeper understanding of the 
subject matter. 
 
Methods and Instruments of Data Gathering 

Textual analysis, a key part of this 
research, categorizes data to explore David 
Lynch’s Eraserhead in terms of themes such as 
Misogyny, Domestic Violence, and Aesthetic 
Value. This method systematically examines texts 
and draws on established theories to substantiate 
claims about misogyny and domestic violence in 
the aforementioned film. These theorists’ works 
serve as references to validate the accusations. The 
defense against these accusations uses primary 
sources like interviews with David Lynch, his film 
theories, and proven theories about film narrative 
and mise en scène. Iconography, especially 
physical iconology, plays a key role in shaping 
audience engagement with artistic content by 
connecting personal imagination, emotions, and 
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interpretive aspects. This dynamic is seen in the 
detailed analysis of cinematic elements like 
costumes, choreography, camera work, editing, 
and special effects. These visual aspects create a 
language bridging the filmmaker’s intent and the 
audience’s interpretation. Camera choices and 
editing techniques enhance emotional resonance 
and immersion. Symbolic elements within visuals 
add depth to the narrative, allowing for layered 
interpretations. In parallel, the auditory dimension 
plays a significant role through audio iconology. 
Elements like dialogue, ambient sounds, sound 
effects, and soundtracks create a sonic atmosphere, 
setting the mood, conveying subliminal messages, 
and evoking emotions. Dialogue adds character 
development and narrative progression, while 
sound effects deepen authenticity. Soundtracks 
align with themes, enhancing emotional 
resonance. The interplay between physical and 
audio iconology in cinematic storytelling creates a 
multi-sensory engagement extending beyond 
visuals. The synergy of visual and auditory 
elements deeply influences how the audience 
engages with cinematic worlds. Analyzing camera 
work, editing, and soundscapes reveals how 
iconography adds layers of meaning and emotional 
impact, enriching storytelling’s cultural tapestry. 
These sources will be closely examined to 
understand Lynch’s intent and artistic vision, 
addressing allegations and explaining the aesthetic 
value and deeper meanings in Eraserhead. Textual 
analysis provides a comprehensive investigation of 
selected themes. This research combines various 
critical perspectives with Lynch’s viewpoints to 
offer a balanced exploration of these topics, 
enriching the discourse on cinematic aesthetics, 
social critique, and directorial intent. 

The primary objective of conducting an in-
depth interview within the context of this dissertation 
is to glean rich and multifaceted insights directly 
from an individual who possesses expertise and 
experiences relevant to the research inquiry. The 
interview serves as a qualitative research method 
aimed at exploring the complexities of the research 
topic in depth. By engaging the participant in open-
ended conversations, the objective is to elicit 
comprehensive narratives, nuanced viewpoints, and 
contextualized perspectives. The participant can 
provide nuanced explanations and insights that 
contribute to a deeper comprehension of the subject 
matter. Interviews can help validate or challenge 
hypotheses formulated based on existing literature or 
initial research. Responses can provide evidence that 
supports or refutes the research questions. Thus, these 
insights lead to the emergence of unexpected 
insights, novel viewpoints, and unexplored 
dimensions of the research topic. In-depth interviews 
allow researchers to establish a personal connection 

with participants, fostering trust and encouraging 
participants to share candid and genuine responses. 
The collected data from these interviews were 
qualitatively analyzed to identify recurring themes, 
patterns, and unique perspectives, ultimately 
enriching the overall depth and quality of the 
dissertation’s findings and conclusions. 

In this research, the in-depth interview was 
conducted with Thanayod Lopattananont, a 
qualified participant and a researcher specialized in 
Asian Security and Cultural Relations, Institute of 
Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University. When 
discussing the accusation of Eraserhead being 
misogynistic, there are several debatable questions 
to consider. The research questions explore the 
nuanced portrayal of female characters in the film. 
They delve into whether these characters are 
primarily depicted as objects of desire and suffering 
or if they exhibit complexity and agency throughout 
the narratives. The impact of Lynch’s use of sexual 
violence is examined, questioning whether it is a 
necessary element for conveying specific themes or 
if it perpetuates harmful tropes. Archetypes like the 
femme fatale are scrutinized to determine if they 
empower female characters or reinforce harmful 
stereotypes. The absence of female perspectives in 
Lynch’s films is questioned regarding hindering a 
comprehensive understanding of women’s 
experiences, and the comparison of female to male 
characters in terms of complexity and portrayal is 
explored. Accusations of misogyny are investigated 
to discern whether they stem from Lynch’s 
exploration of dark themes rather than inherent bias. 
The questions also consider instances of female 
characters subverting gender norms, the purpose of 
female nudity, potential oversight of Lynch’s other 
film elements, contemporary audience 
interpretations, positive portrayals challenging 
accusations of misogyny, and whether Eraserhead 
can be analyzed as critiques of patriarchal power 
structures despite instances of female victimization. 
 
Sample Analysis Structure 

The collected data regarding aspects of 
David Lynch's Eraserhead (1977) were discussed 
through film analysis and theories to explore the 
construction of meaning and aesthetic values. 
After developing a framework to analyze the 
research topic, results were presented in clear 
distinctive sections with a film used as a central 
pivot for each section. There are also the further 
discussion and conclusion of the research. The 
dissection of each sample analysis embarks with a 
succinctly composed synopsis, serving as an initial 
gateway into the film’s narrative landscape. This 
foundational step is followed by an in-depth 
analysis, which unfurls a panoramic overview of 
the film’s narrative trajectory. This comprehensive 
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scrutiny strategically underscores crucial plot 
junctures and the latent themes resonating beneath 
the surface. As the exploration advances, the 
tapestry is further enriched through the integration 
of diverse critical perspectives. This 
comprehensive selection of viewpoints delves 
deeply into the intricate web of gender dynamics, 
representation nuances, and the broader societal 
reverberations ingeniously interwoven within the 
fabric of the film. In parallel, the analytical journey 
delves into counter-arguments, meticulously 
examining alternative readings of Lynch's intended 
motifs. This expedition is adroitly facilitated by the 
surgical dissection of mise en scène elements, 
spanning from the most delicate visual prompts to the 
labyrinthine web of symbolism and groundbreaking 
camera techniques. These facets, akin to architectural 
pillars, stalwartly buttress the articulation of 
alternative viewpoints, infusing the discourse with 
layers of thought-provoking substance. The 
expedition presses onward into the fertile ground 
of proven theories and deeper significances, deftly 
weaving together established cinematic theories 
with those singularly reflective of Lynch’s 
inimitable directorial flair. By meticulously tracing 
the alignment of these mise en scène elements with 
these theories, the analysis unearths the latent strata 
of profound significance that weave an intricate 
tapestry of narrative depth. In the ultimate chapter 
of this analytical odyssey, the conclusion 
harmoniously encapsulates the culmination of 
these meticulously unearthed insights. These 
findings, representing crucial insights gleaned 
from both established critical perspectives and 
counter-arguments informed by Lynch's creative 
vision, are woven together to form a cohesive 
interpretation. This harmonious coalescence 
advances a holistic comprehension of the film’s 
multifaceted dimensions, rendering visible the 
intricate brushstrokes of artistic nuances and the 
diverse prisms of interpretative facets that 
collectively bring the cinematic masterpiece to life. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
Synopsis 

Set against a backdrop of haunting 
industrial shadows, the film masterfully weaves 
the narrative threads of Henry Spencer (played by 
John Nance). Within the confines of his desolate 
apartment, a suffocating aura of loneliness 
permeates his existence. A chance realization 
dawns upon Henry: the haunting echoes of his past 
resurface, revealing the seeds of a once-forgotten 
relationship with Mary X (played by Charlotte 
Stewart). The gravity of their connection takes an 
unforeseen twist as the revelations unfold: the 
traces of their union manifest in the form of a child, 

a child who defies convention, defies normalcy. 
This enigmatic infant takes the shape of a lizard-
like creature, its relentless howls piercing the air. 
As the plot spirals into a realm of unfathomable 
peculiarity, the film charts its trajectory through 
uncharted territory. The union between Henry and 
Mary X is not simply one of human origins but a 
fusion of bizarre dimensions, entwining them in a 
dance of the surreal. Yet, the tableau is further 
enriched by the introduction of additional 
inhabitants. Among them is the enigmatic presence 
of a malformed lady (played by Laurel Near) who 
finds her abode within the confines of a radiator. 
This enigmatic figure becomes an embodiment of 
the apartment’s curious convergence of life’s 
strangeness and obscurity. 
 
Beyond the Surface: Symbolism and Meaning 
in Eraserhead 

Mary X's role in Eraserhead sparks 
debate. Her pregnancy and the unusual child 
contribute to a sense of unease for Henry. The 
film's portrayal of their situation is complex and 
open to interpretation. The film's focus on 
pregnancy and its unsettling outcome raises 
questions about the intersection of parenthood and 
horror. The child's monstrous appearance can be 
interpreted as a metaphor for the anxieties and 
fears surrounding procreation and its impact on 
both parents. This theme taps into deeper societal 
anxieties associated with childbirth and the 
challenges of parenthood. Mary X's presence in 
Eraserhead disrupts Henry's already troubled 
world. Her pregnancy and the subsequent birth of 
the unusual child create a sense of unease and 
disorientation. The film depicts their situation in a 
dark and surreal manner, leaving the audience to 
grapple with the emotions and anxieties 
surrounding their dysfunctional family unit. The 
portrayal is open to interpretation, with some 
viewers finding it a disturbing reflection of societal 
anxieties around parenthood, while others see it as 
a more personal exploration of Henry's internal 
struggles (see Figure 1). 

William E. B. Verrone explained that the 
repercussions and concerns of bearing a child as a 
result of an unhappy scenario are explored in 
Eraserhead. The film appears to have a lot of sexual 
connotations, impulses and repercussions of 
fatherhood, and the dread of it. The anti-Lynch 
critics additionally argued that incest and familial 
abuse reflect David Lynch’s bitter childhood 
background and idiosyncratic obsessions (Verrone, 
2011). One of the film’s defining characteristics is 
its flirtation with hallucinogenic sexuality 
(Bhattacharjee, 2019). 

The four female characters in the film 
reflect what the male protagonist desires: Mary 
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gives birth to his child, Mary’s mother attempts to 
seduce him, the neighbor provides an erotic sexual 
experience, and contentment of the lady in the 
radiator without a child. Examining Henry’s 
characteristics, the audience can see that he is an 
archetypal figure. His uneasy and pacifist 
inactivity throughout the diegesis, however, piques 

the interest. He allows events to occur around him 
without showing a willingness to stop them. The 
film’s conclusion, on the other hand, is a dramatic 
contrast. Finally, Henry takes an action and 
murders a newborn. This may be considered as the 
call of his daily struggles for dominance and 
control.  

 
Figure 1: Henry Spencer (John Nance) and Mary X’s Mother (Jeanne Bates) 
 

 
 

The film is so much more intense than 
what has already been debated. Henry is the 
embodiment of all that is disturbingly wrong with 
the world that the film has constructed. He is a 
terrifying creature who inhabits a ruined and 
rotting space with control levers. By controlling 
the levers, he begins the action in the film. These 
levers depict a technological reality that exists 
outside of the realm of live, flourishing entities. It 
becomes obvious in the final scenes of the film that 
the settings are not spherical. 

The world within this film is elongated and 
has the appearance as if the audience is 
experiencing the storyline inside the protagonist’s 
head. When Henry is confronted with this 
mechanized world, he ultimately accepts it and 
vows to annihilate himself. The unusual portrayal 
of sexuality in Eraserhead as a cohesive 
audiovisual narrative is the key to comprehending 
it. The thought process represented at the opening 
of the diegesis is bizarre. The overall process of 
reproduction is monitored and regulated in an 
unusual way. The sperms themselves are 
abnormally large and out of proportion. These 
sperm become submerged in bubbles and vanish. 
In Taran Knight’s article, the concept of abjection, 
which refers to the rejection or repudiation of 
societal norms and identity, is central to the 
analysis. In the context of domestic violence 
themes, this abjection could be seen as a response 
to the oppressive and violent aspects of patriarchal 
control. The film’s disturbing and surreal elements 
are analyzed to shed light on the ways in which 
domestic violence and oppressive power structures 
can affect an individual’s sense of self and identity 
(Knight, 1977). This debate casts doubt on the 
premise of human resurrection and discusses its 

ultimate futility. Thus, it is considered as evidence 
that the birthing process is depicted through 
negative imagery since there is blood, brutality, 
and a descending rhythm in the scenes. 
 
Opposite Side’s Arguments: Lynch’s Standpoints 

While some critics debate Lynch's 
interpretation of domestic insecurity in Eraserhead, 
the enduring ambiguity of his films underscores the 
power of his vision. Notable for its dark humor, 
surrealism, metaphorical depth, and captivating 
cinematography, Eraserhead blurs reality and the 
subconscious, demanding active engagement from 
viewers. Lynch skillfully transforms mundane 
settings into ominous landscapes, reflecting 
protagonist Henry Spencer's internal chaos and 
societal pressures. Henry's struggles with 
fatherhood symbolize broader anxieties about 
masculinity and familial expectations, echoing 
societal shifts away from idealized family norms 
(Carr, 2014). 

In Eraserhead, sex is a key theme used by 
Lynch to convey emotions and delve into 
characters' psychological landscapes. Henry's 
character, marked by isolation and fear of sex, 
reflects the emotional consequences of sexual 
dysfunction. His relationship with Mary explores 
complexities in both sexual and emotional 
dynamics (Lim, 2015). Lynch establishes an 
antithetical point of view of love and sex. Lynch’s 
characterization of sex is neither outright petrifying 
nor stomach churning. Instead, it is interminable in 
its sense of moral ambiguity. The sensual 
relationship is set up as an illusory product of a 
catastrophe. For example, there is a palpable sense 
of sexual perturbation when Henry is forced to 
marry his estranged girlfriend, Mary X, after the 
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unexpected appearance of a mutant newborn. After 
a few days of the distorted circumstance of 
domestic peacefulness, the baby’s ceaseless 
wailing transforms into a rigorous and grinding 
pressure that weighs down upon the newlywed 
couple. Henry’s reaction to the child is stealthily 
watched by Mary X, who eventually decides to 
dash back home and abandons her husband at an 
exact point where the baby turns out to be severely 
ailing. Strangely, Henry gathers his senses 
sufficiently together to nurture the child back to 
life, after a revelation from the lady in a radiator, 
who sings about how magnificent things are in 
heaven. While singing, the lady in the radiator is 
seen casually squashing sperm-like creatures with 
her feet; paving the way for Henry as he is seen 
heading towards his own fragile child to commit a 
ghastly act. ‘The lady in the radiator’ shares a 
relationship to the mutant child, which represents 
dread and stoicism, and the true whispers of 
Henry’s subconscious. 

In Eraserhead, Henry's affair with the 
neighbor leads to moral decline as seen in the 
surreal milk bath scene. His dreams intertwine his 
sexual and existential anxieties with his child and 
the lady in the radiator. Despite guilt, he prioritizes 
his affair over his child. However, he ultimately 
confronts reality and dismisses his fantasies to 
maintain control. The lady in the radiator 
symbolizes escape from domestic troubles (Ryan 
et al., 2019). Consequently, Henry ends up a victim 
of his own actions. At the point when Henry 
ultimately makes it to heaven. He travels via the 
vaginal canal and enters the womb. However, 
Henry is stopped by a powerful ray of light, and the 
radiator woman is replaced by the Man in the 
Planet. This causes Henry to step away, and his 
head is transformed into the infant who cries 
incessantly in a desperate tone. Henry Spencer’s 
most particular characteristic is his trademark 
hairstyle and his persistently sorrowful face. 
Usually seen sporting a modest suit and tie, he 
generally radiates being apprehensive or on edge. 
He is a soft-spoken man, and only speaks a few 
short lines throughout the entire film. His identity 
clearly has a concealed dark side, as he does not 
hesitate in carrying out infidelity or filicide in the 
film (Devlin & Biderman, 2011). 

Furthermore, this protagonist is both 
enchanted and startled by sex and the sentiments it 
drives. Sex in Lynch’s parallel universe turns out 
to be completely trapped within an American 
dystopia, where sentimental love is pseudo and sex 
develops itself as an altruistic life source. The 
effect is a feeling of ghastliness as sex and love is 
separated, setting naiveté against psychosis. Lynch 
uses obscurity and hesitance to maintain the 
mystery of sex and love. The industrial and 
mechanical imagery frame the film’s portrayal of 

sex and sexuality. Sex is presented as a disturbing 
and dehumanizing experience. The sexual 
encounter that leads to the birth of the deformed 
child is fraught with anxiety and dread. The 
industrial surroundings serve as a metaphor for the 
mechanical and dehumanizing aspects of this 
sexual encounter. Lynch uses the mechanical and 
industrial elements to emphasize the disconnect 
between desire and reality, reflecting the anxieties 
and alienation experienced by the characters. Sex, 
in this context, is a tool that underscores the 
characters’ emotional and psychological struggles. 
(Burningham, 2010). The industrial landscape 
becomes a symbol of the dehumanizing effects of 
sex and desire in a world that seems devoid of 
warmth and intimacy.  

Eraserhead is deeply rooted in cultural and 
social commentary. Lynch’s use of sex as a 
storytelling tool in the film reflects the anxieties of 
a post-Vietnam War, counterculture era. The film 
challenges the traditional family structure and 
explores unconventional relationships, portraying 
a disconcerting view of parenthood. In doing so, it 
comments on cultural norms and societal 
expectations regarding family and relationships, 
particularly in a time of cultural and societal 
upheaval. Marked by disillusionment and social 
unrest, the film encapsulates the pervasive sense of 
anxiety and disorientation of this era. Eraserhead's 
exploration of Henry's dysfunctional relationship 
with Mary X and the birth of their monstrous child 
can be seen as a challenge to conventional family 
structures. This theme resonates with the cultural 
shifts occurring during the film's release period, 
particularly the emphasis on personal autonomy 
and changing social values. The scene where Mary 
reveals her pregnancy and Henry’s reaction to it 
symbolizes the disintegration of the traditional 
nuclear family. Instead of joy and anticipation, 
their encounter is fraught with discomfort and 
apprehension. This reflects a departure from the 
idealized family dynamics that were often depicted 
in mainstream cinema. 

The film’s exploration of unconventional 
relationships is exemplified by Henry’s 
interactions with the Lady in the Radiator, a 
character who offers him solace and escape from 
his troubling reality. The scenes in which Henry is 
comforted by the Lady in the Radiator highlight 
the non-traditional sources of support and refuge 
that individuals may seek in times of crisis. 
Additionally, the depiction of parenthood, 
especially with the birth and care of the deformed 
child, challenges conventional notions of parental 
love and responsibility. The film intentionally 
questions cultural norms and societal expectations 
regarding family life and relationships. The dinner 
scene, where Henry is introduced to Mary’s 
family, is a prime example. The awkward and 
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surreal nature of the gathering underscores the 
film’s critique of societal conventions. The 
expectation of conforming to traditional norms and 
the pressure to maintain a facade of normalcy clash 
with the underlying anxieties and disquiet 
experienced by the characters. In addition, the 
counterculture era of the 1970s was marked by a 
rejection of mainstream values and an embrace of 
alternative lifestyles. Eraserhead captures the spirit 
of this time through its unconventional narrative and 
imagery. The film’s dreamlike and nightmarish 
sequences, such as the Lady in the Radiator’s 
performances, embody the countercultural spirit by 
challenging conventional storytelling and visual 
aesthetics. 
 
Mise en scène 

David Lynch’s phrase, “The home is a 
place where things can go wrong,” is a central 
theme in Eraserhead. It signifies his exploration of 
the unsettling and darker elements within domestic 
life and family dynamics. Lynch suggested that 
even in what appears to be a typical and safe home, 
there exist hidden tensions, secrets, and disquieting 
occurrences. The home becomes a space where the 
ordinary becomes eerie and uncanny, as he delves 
into the complexities of family relationships, 
showcasing the potential for dysfunction, 
alienation, and even horror within the domestic 
sphere. 

Lynch’s storytelling approach challenges 
the audience to question the façade of normality 
and contemplate the darkness that may be 
concealed beneath the surface of seemingly 
ordinary homes and family life.2 The narrative of 
Eraserhead unfurls through Lynch’s oeuvre with 
both elegance and discord, crafting a world that 
tantalizingly straddles the realms of the real and the 
surreal. Surrealism is an artistic and cinematic 
movement characterized by the exploration of the 
irrational, dreamlike, and subconscious aspects of 
the human minds. As the story unfolds, the 
audience is invited to venture into the labyrinthine 
corridors of Henry’s psyche, a journey that defies 
the confines of convention and transcends the 
boundaries of the known. The film’s unique 
synthesis of haunting visuals, evocative 
storytelling, and mesmerizing soundscapes 
converges to create an immersive experience that 
leaves a lasting imprint on the psyche, leaving the 
audience both entranced and mystified (Sheen & 
Davison, 2004). 

One of the key scenes that reflects this 
cultural backdrop is the opening sequence, where 
the protagonist, Henry, is seen floating in a pool of 

murky water, tethered to a strange, planet-like 
structure. This surreal image evokes a sense of 
isolation and displacement, mirroring the disquiet 
that many felt during this post-war period. 

Every setting that exists in Eraserhead is 
highly detail-oriented to emphasize themes and 
meanings within the storyline such as the steam 
billowing from Henry’s apartment building, 
foreshadowing his inner, urgent emotions and his 
lack of mental clarity. Another example is the 
rhythm of rectangular shapes in the apartment 
itself; hallways and windows confronting brick 
walls convey the sense that these rigid shapes 
restrict Henry’s life (see Figure 2, which shows 
how Henry is trapped within the space as well as 
the zigzag lines on the grubby carpet, which is the 
metaphor of confusion and nervousness inside 
Henry’s head). Lynch effectively painted 
Eraserhead into a highly textured black-and-white 
chiaroscuro industrial dystopia, full of dust, grime, 
broken glasses, and rowdy machines. Most of the 
scenes were shot in extreme close-ups, limited 
spaces, and low-key lighting in order to achieve the 
sensation of claustrophobia, psychological chaos, 
revulsion, and discouragement. Beside all the 
unearthly characters and nightmarish mise en 
scène, the film is notable through its sound design 
by Alan Splet and the involvement of Lynch 
himself. Lynch appreciated the extremely long, 
atmospheric soundscape and loops including 
waves that may or may not flatter the space (Todd, 
2012). Lynch also created tensions and 
pandemonium with his use of sound; such as when 
Henry attempts to murder his own child, Lynch 
manipulated the audio by pitching it down to a 
lower register, using sounds of unremitting 
machines, steam stations, metal structures working 
together, radiator fizzling and wind blowing. 

Throughout the film, Henry experiences 
unsettling nightmares. He is overcome by a 
grotesque, mechanical contraption. These 
nightmares are a manifestation of his sexual fears 
and anxieties, and they are portrayed in a surreal, 
industrial fashion. The film explores themes of 
sexual repression and the consequences of 
unfulfilled desires. The mechanical and industrial 
elements are also used to symbolize the rigid, 
stifling nature of societal norms and expectations 
regarding sexuality. The deformed child serves as 
a disturbing embodiment of their sexual encounter. 
The child’s appearance and cries reflect the 
consequences of their sexual act, presented in a 
nightmarishly mechanical way. (Sitney, 1978) 
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Figure 2:  Henry walks along crammed industrial landscape and stands quietly in the middle of his 
dilapidated apartment. 

 

 
 
Proven Theories and Deeper Meanings 

Critics have dissected Henry's character in 
Eraserhead, with some interpretations portraying 
him as a perpetrator of adultery and violence. 
However, David Lynch's nuanced portrayal reveals 
a more complex and multifaceted character. 

Amid the haunting shadows and enigmatic 
environments, Lynch meticulously etched Henry 
as a character not solely confined to the role of 
perpetrator. Instead, he emerges as a victim in his 
own right, ensnared within the labyrinthine maze 
of his menacing surroundings. The film subtly 
exposes his vulnerability, a haunting reminder that 
abuse and torment can be perpetrated in the realm 
of domesticity, where walls shroud the agonies 
enacted behind closed doors. The narrative 
dynamic in Eraserhead disrupts simplistic 
assumptions about victimhood within the film's 
dysfunctional family unit. By portraying Henry as 
equally vulnerable, Lynch disrupts simplistic 
views of victimhood within the film's 
dysfunctional family. This approach encourages 
reflection on the universality of suffering that 
transcends individual characteristics (Wilson, 
2007). Delving deeper, Lynch’s cinematic oeuvre 
possesses an innate power to liberate suppressed 
thoughts and challenge conventional paradigms. It 
dares to traverse uncharted territories of meaning, 
navigating the labyrinth of the collective 
unconscious with audacious courage. In the same 
breath, it defies the shackles of traditional morality, 
embracing the unfurling tapestry of human 
existence with unapologetic fervor. As a cinematic 
visionary, Lynch’s works are not confined to one-
dimensional interpretations; they traverse the 
spectrum of human experience. Just as the varied 
hues of the Lynchian palette range from ethereal to 
the visceral, the film embodies a tantalizing 
complexity. It serves as a vessel that can be infused 
with myriad interpretations, each with its unique 
resonance. Eraserhead's mysterious nature allows 
for various interpretations, from ancient beliefs to 
contemplations on societal ideals. Lynch's artistry 
embraces the ineffable, inviting audiences to 

project their own perspectives and uncover deeper 
meanings. 

Surrealism and cinema form an unusual 
pairing. Surrealism thrives on dreamlike imagery, 
but cameras can only capture tangible objects. 
Nonetheless, Surrealism revolutionized filmmaking, 
freeing it from traditional storytelling and allowing 
exploration of the subconscious. Surrealist films 
often present puzzling imagery that lingers in the 
mind, challenging conventional narratives. Despite 
their lack of clear storylines, they remain intriguing 
with their profound, neo-romantic expressions of 
desire (Richardson, 2006). Surrealist cinema 
challenges conventional frameworks, offering 
bizarre and dreamlike experiences for the audience. 
It defies explanations, capturing the mood and stages 
of dreams innovatively. Characters in surrealist 
films mirror the lack of control seen in genuine 
dreams, prompting viewers to question cinema's 
role as mere entertainment. Surrealist cinema aims 
to provide more than conventional aesthetics 
(Lynch & McKenna, 2018). Love and desire, often 
seen as irrational and self-destructive, are central 
themes in surrealist films, leading characters and 
viewers characters, realizations. Surrealism's 
introduction to cinema by pioneers like Luis Bunuel 
and Maya Deren paved the way for filmmakers like 
Lynch, who described Eraserhead as a "dream of 
dark and troubling things." The film's unsettling vibe, 
reflected in its acting, imagery, editing, and sound 
design, showcases Lynch's unique artistic vision. 
Despite the likelihood that its existential dilemmas 
may go largely unnoticed, Lynch's objective remains 
optimistic and compassionate at its core. 
 
Insights from In-depth Interview 

Thanayod Lopattananont, an expert in 
Asian Security and Cultural Relations at 
Chulalongkorn University, discussed controversies 
surrounding explicit content in cinema. Some films 
faced backlash but later became classics, revealing 
subjective attitudes towards censorship. Despite 
legal permission, conservative viewpoints often 
labeled them as pornographic, hindering their 
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recognition as legitimate cinematic works. Efforts 
were made to differentiate these films from 
pornography, emphasizing their artistic merit and 
deeper themes. Advocates argued they offered 
meaningful narratives alongside explicit content. 

Comprehensive analysis reveals that films 
with explicit content convey valuable messages 
and emotions, challenging preconceptions about 
obscenity. They offer socio-cultural perspectives 
and encourage broadening worldviews. Directors 
use explicit scenes to portray the complexities of 
human relationships authentically. However, 
challenges arise when explicit content overshadows 
storytelling, leading to audience disconnection. 
Successful integration of explicit content requires it 
to serve a purpose beyond titillation and contribute 
to a broader narrative. It should complement other 
elements like cinematography and character 
development, enriching the overall cinematic 
experience. 

Thanayod Lopattananont argues that 
explicit content in film helps audiences understand 
characters' depth and relationships. Films navigate 
debates on ethics, morality, and aesthetics 
independently of societal standards. Conflicts arise 
when creativity clashes with societal ethics, leading 
to controversies. Historically, art challenging norms 
faced resistance and condemnation. Today, art is 
recognized as a catalyst for critical thinking and 
societal reflection, even if it provokes discomfort. 
Many advocates for pushing boundaries in art to 
stimulate dialogue and diverse viewpoints. 
Acceptance of explicit content varies based on 
cultural norms, but when used responsibly, it can 
deepen exploration of human experiences and 
relationships, sparking social commentary and 
artistic exploration. 

David Lynch's filmmaking is influenced 
by European Art Cinema, emphasizing narrative 
ambiguity and psychological depth. He infuses his 
films with enigmatic narratives and surreal imagery, 
diverging from traditional portrayals. Surrealism 
provides a platform to challenge societal norms and 
explore dream-like manifestations. Lynch's 
characters are complex and multi-dimensional, 
departing from clear-cut stereotypes. Religious 
symbolism echoes throughout his work, reflecting 
themes of power and disruption reminiscent of 
biblical narratives. 

During that era, Western women were 
expected to adhere to strict codes of modesty, with 
Lynch shedding light on human darkness through 
narrative choices. Lynch portrays male characters 
with moral ambiguity, highlighting universal 
human struggles. He uses female characters to 
explore human psychology and behavior. In 
cinema, a fundamental challenge arises from the 
misalignment between audience interpretations 
and the creator's intent. Understanding a director's 

intent, especially figures like Lynch, is crucial for 
bridging the gap between artistic expression and 
audience interpretation. In aesthetics, ethics and 
morality are not inherent, allowing freedom for 
exploration and innovation. Clashes between 
aesthetics and societal norms highlight the struggle 
to balance artistic freedom with moral boundaries. 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations for 
Future Research 
 

Lynch prioritizes atmosphere over plot 
progression, focusing on emotions over logic. His 
films blur reality and imagination, often through the 
eyes of mentally disturbed protagonists. Social 
conflict, often stemming from family dynamics and 
power imbalances, is a central theme. Male power, 
combining instrumental and sadistic elements, 
dominates Lynch's world. Struggles revolve around 
pleasure and suffering, with defeat leading to death 
and exclusion. Lynch's perspective extends beyond 
society into cosmological and spiritual dynamics. 
While not traditionally political, his rejection of 
political discourse influences his film themes. 
Lynch's refusal to explain his enigmatic images 
allows audiences to interpret freely. Appreciation of 
his art doesn't require alignment with his political 
views. 

One of David Lynch's most provocative 
films, Eraserhead (1977), plunges viewers into a 
dreamlike world where the boundaries between 
reality and nightmare blur. This unsettling 
exploration of sexuality and desire transcends a 
purely literal interpretation. Through its surreal 
imagery and unsettling atmosphere, the film delves 
into the complexities of human longing and the 
primal forces that drive us. David Lynch 
emphasizes the importance of specific characters 
and their unique narratives within his films. He 
argues against generalizations, suggesting viewers 
should approach each character as an individual 
with their own story. David Lynch emphasizes the 
vast range of interpretations possible in his films, 
suggesting there's no single definitive meaning. 

Interpretations of Lynch's films vary, with 
diverse audience reactions and perspectives. 
Critically engaging with his work moves beyond 
accusations of misogyny. Sex and violence in 
cinema can contribute to aesthetic values and 
deeper meanings. This dissertation encourages 
open-mindedness and diversity in filmmaking. 
Future research on Eraserhead could benefit from 
a more expansive approach, encompassing a wider 
range of critical perspectives and disciplines. By 
incorporating a wider range of critical perspectives 
and disciplines, future research on Eraserhead 
could yield a more comprehensive and 
multifaceted interpretation of the film's themes and 
messages. To address this limitation, researchers 



 

  

COMMUNICATION AND MEDIA IN ASIA PACIFIC (CMAP)  43 

should acknowledge and engage with the 
subjectivity inherent in all critical interpretations of 
Lynch's films. Incorporating a wider range of 
critical perspectives could provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of the complex 
themes presented in the movies. Additionally, 
maintaining transparency in the research process, 
including explicitly stating the theoretical 
frameworks and methodologies employed, can 
enhance the validity and reliability of the analysis. 
By acknowledging the subjectivity inherent in all 
interpretations and embracing a plurality of 
viewpoints, future studies can navigate the 
complexities of analyzing Lynch's films more 
effectively. This approach will contribute to a 
richer and more insightful discussion about the 
film's themes. 
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