











“A mirror is a highly reflective surface.”
5 October 13, 1989
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to surrealism’s Jungian gaze. They
spin enigmas that encourage classical
notions of interpretation — or at least
the kinds that thrive on online message
boards. ‘What *is* the Black Lodge?
‘What does Eraserhead’s Lady in the
Radiator *represent*?’ In the style
that gets called “Lynchian,” opaque
imagery like these entice explication,
exploration. If the Dog is so ostracized
from Lynch’s inventory, it may be
because the strip deflects such close-
reading parlor games. It uses tropes
familiar to Lynch’s worlds (heaven and
hell as Mobius strip; uncanny dialogue;
‘unnatural’ pacing; ambient dread),
but to very different ends. It arrives
at a quandary that is unspectacular,
implacable, existential. Its dread is on
its face, and it’s of a much more earthly
kind. In its plain way, it depicts the
indifferent détente between an embat-
tled subject and the big, cold world
churning on around them. Bitterness
in the din. Stagnation.

The strip in all its dumb, mute
brutality tracks an affect steeped
into the slow-death experiences of
contemporary life — the numbness one
might come to feel from weathering
debts, traumas, addictions, oppres-
sions, precarity, and an inability
to metabolize it all. It’s about being
speechless and powerless in the
face of all that. It’s about distraction,
or dissociation, or depression, and
pointing out the shortcomings
of our vocabularies for capturing
voids like these. It stages the problem
of witnessing these voids swirling
in others. It’s a Lynchian form of
realism, his crudest and truest
marriage of banality and Hell. It’s
pain, quotidian.

It’s odd that the Dog touches
all these aspects of melancholy, but
the title that he has been granted is
“Angriest.” He has neither bark nor

6

song-cycle-01_6.75x10.25_DRAFT-01.indd 6

bite. I see him as a mascot for an anger
of a different sort. His is not anger

as violence, yelling, broken plates or
mirrors — contagious, spectacular
anger. Rather than a flame, the dog

is a smoldering log. He seethes.

Seething is a sullen type of
anger, and one which rings more true
to me than most of its depictions. It’s
less concerned with lashing out into
the world than with keeping a lid
on it: it’s a non-dramatic, absorptive
way of processing pain. I see anger
in the dog’s insistent, pitiful growl,
the pierce of his thousand-yard stare.
I see it in “left melancholia” and the
interwoven drudgeries of political loss
and hope, piled on top of just getting
by. I used to think of anger as an
event, as a rupture, and thus a moment
of reaction. But now I see anger in
the baseline between outbursts — the
growl subtending each occasional
utterance. Seething is not a switch,
but a sieve. An imperceptible atrophy.
It eats away.

Day in and day out the dog
lies prone, exposed to the elements,
exposed to the noise of his owners.
His food and water bowls never
empty. He is not dead, but he’s not
exactly living a life either. No eating,
no sleeping, and none of the actions
that these basic needs tend to afford.
He lives in negation. He lives *as*
negation — but with none of the
liberty or joy of refusal. We can’t
commend him for anything; he is no
radical. This is not a decision. It is
a sorry state.

Throughout all this, he is trem-
bling. His measly word bubble looks
withered in comparison to the supple
bubbles and text that come from the
house. But at least it’s reliable. It is a
limb. It is a nightlight. Like steam from
a kettle, the bubble’s steady emission
betrays an inner tumult, the only
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trace of the dog’s steeping interiority.
My suspicion is that his petrification
comes from fullness, not hollowness:
that so much is inside that nothing
really, truly gets out. Just inscrutable
signals through a mute material
valve. In his slovenly way, the dog
runs afoul of the positivist mandate
to speak, to act, to actualize. To give
attention to this comic is to give time
over to inertness, with no return on
investment. But as Bartleby’s example
came to teach us, there’s something

to this. To not heed the call, to not talk
back, can strike fissures in the facade
of daily pains. Maybe.

He’s opaque, sure, but some-
times that’s right. It’s not that he
is simply dumb: he is dumb*struck.*
Struck dumb so deep that the source
can’t be spoken. We're flooded with
quandaries, and deprived of good
means for metabolizing them.You
see this in the pages of a paper like
the Reader: the abrupt conjunctions
of hucksters and masseuses in the
classifieds on one page, and ambitious
investigative journalism on the next.
People trying to come to grips with
problems either too big or too small,
in a city then (as now) plagued with
corruption, police violence, and the
vice-grip of neoliberal policy, which
was then only beginning to clamp
down on the bohemian Los Angeles
of the Reader. The paper shows a
public of a city struggling in vain
with macropolitical forces alongside
more personal ones, in a collective,
extrasubjective seething.

Without solutions, without a
sense of potential action, things have
to either slide off of you or absorb into
you. The dog, like so many of us, is
congested. All worked up and nowhere
to go. To all this, in Los Angeles in
the heat of 1991, the strip’s speakers
issue a bit:
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“Bill... the LAPD has a new motto...”
“What the hell is it?”
““We treat the public like a King.” [9]

...and Cheval Noir prints twice my
personal favorite: “People are dying
living here.”

Moments like these cut through
the strip’s asinine vertigo, and the
world seeps in. But even here, a read-
through of the Dog comics suggests
that, above all, words are stupid. The
voices from inside the house — we
glean some names, Sylvia, Bill, Pete,
Pete Jr. — they play a cruel vaudeville
routine to a tough crowd of one. Each
joke just digs them deeper, and what’s
unearthed is an impotence of speech.
In puns, that so-called “lowest form of
humor,” language becomes infantilized.
Words get turned into dolls and then
tortured for their plasticity. “We treat
the public like a King.” To speak of the
unspeakable, to try to render trans-
cendent horrors in mere language, is a
farce. It’s not new to point this out. But
for the strip, the fear behind the joke
is that it treats the very act of speaking,
or any kind of assertion into a shared
world, *as* a joke.That all speech is
a non sequitur to pain. That in his total
myopia, his dissolution into the dirt,
the dog is somehow taking the most
sensible path.

That’s the fear, anyway. On a less
apocalyptic scale, you could say that as
the dog “approaches the state of rigor
mortis,” Lynch prods at the endgame
of cynicism: a tragedy of impasse, of
cyclical thinking. There’s an element
of this in the ironizing tone of the
slacker generation to which the Reader
belonged, and in a sense the strip is an
admonition tale to that impulse.

But there were real believers,
too. Matt Groening wouldn’t have
breathlessly reviewed unheard-of punk
tapes week after week, or driven a
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van around the city to drop off stacks
of the Reader at corner stores, if he
didn’t have faith in some catharsis of
communication. If Lynch didn’t care,
he wouldn’t have returned to hand-
lettering of the strip toward the end
of its run. 101 James Vowell wouldn’t
have started the whole operation and
run it for as long as he did. His editors
wouldn’t have taken the time to talk
me through my obsession with their
experiment from 30 years ago.

When it was decided that the
strip would end (Lynch claims it was
his editor’s request), the final panels
were redrawn to be set on fire, and
for the last few years of the Reader’s
life the Classifieds were a bit more
standard (and consequently more
flexible). (111 The dog finally went from
smoldering to flames. I don’t find this
cremation especially brilliant, but
there’s some comfort in closure, even
here. I've wondered how else it could
have ended. In an implausibly happy
ending, some dumb joke from inside
the house might finally strike some
secret chord of communication for the
Dog, unraveling his tension and anger,
permitting him to slacken his leash,
drink his water, close his eyes.

— Nick Irvin
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Endnotes:
[1] reproduced in Cheval Noir Issue 35
(Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse Comics, October 1992).

[2] reproduced in Cheval Noir Issue 25
(Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse Comics, December 1991).

[3] Reader Publisher Jane Levine on these halcyon
days: “Oh, God, it was so cool...as if the Village Voice
had a baby. It was very small, but it always had
incredibly high standards of literary journalism, and
these are such difficult words, hipness and alternative-
ness. [...] The line hadn’t blurred between mainstream
and alternative journalism to the extent that it has
now. So when we wrote about punk rock in Chinatown
it wasn’t something that everybody was writing about.
And we wrote about the city as a city, as a place to
live, and not about the industry.” in The Simpsons: An
Uncensored, Unauthorized History (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2009), p. 18.

[4] Los Angeles Reader, October 13, 1989.

[5] The Simpsons: An Uncensored, Unauthorized
History, p. 304.

[6] These outlets also foreground Lynch’s rising name
recognition. In the Cheval Noir spreads, two strips are
divided by a huge diagonal byline: “By DAVID LYNCH,”
and frequently make mention on the cover, despite being
rather peripheral to the magazine’s project.

[7] In a 1990 Channel 4 profile on Lynch, James Vowell
instead claims that Lynch more noirishly had his
envoys slip each script under the Reader office door
in envelopes, but all the editors I've spoken with have
said this was a phone routine.

[8] In a year of searching I've only been able to obtain
three purchasable issues of the Reader. It’s far easier
to track down issues of Cheval Noir, thanks to the
collectibility market for comic books, and as a result
the Dog strips that were reproduced there are the
ones that tend to get circulated online. Since Cheval
Noir ran 2 strips per issue for 18 issues, this means
there are only 36 of approximately 450 strips readily
accessible — including a few repeats.

[9] reproduced in Cheval Noir Issue 23
(Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse Comics, October 1991).

[10] David Lynch, Catching the Big Fish
(New York: Penguin, 2006), p. 42.

[11] T’'ve only found these online, as the smallest, most
compressed .PNGs from 1998.
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“Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing
dies in the process and the innards are discouraging
to any but the pure scientific mind.”

E.B. White
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