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The Angriest Dog in the World
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“The dog who is
so angry he
cannot move.
He cannot eat.
He cannot sleep.
He can just
  barely growl.

…Bound so 
tightly with
tension and
 anger, he
approaches the
state of
  rigor mortis.”

The above text introduces every 
installment of David Lynch’s comic 
strip The Angriest Dog in the World. 
You might think of it like the theme 
song. The strip appeared weekly from 
1983 to 1992 in the now-defunct free 
alternative newspaper Los Angeles 
Reader. Despite its 9-year run, what 
shapes the strip’s legacy most is its 
absolute lack of development: every 
installment is nearly the same. Each 
week repeated the same structure of  
five panels, photocopied from a  
template by the Reader’s art depart-
ment: the introduction, then four 
panels of the Angriest Dog splayed  
out in a suburban backyard, eyes  
wide open, emitting a low, constant 
growl. Angular and stupefied, he looks 
maybe more like a crocodile than  
a dog; he’s drawn even more crudely 
than his surroundings. The letters of 
his growl are barely letters, so crassly 
inscribed, each ‘r’ a shrug of the  
pen. He’s yoked to a stake; his leash  
is always taut. Smokestacks loom  

beyond the fence. For the first three 
panels, it’s unchanging daytime. In the 
last, it becomes night, but the dog’s 
eyes stay wide open.
 Besides nightfall’s arrival, the 
only apparent change in this world is 
dialogue, spoken by unseen figures 
inside the house, heard through the 
window. Their dialogue is typically a 
mixture of corny puns and platitudes. 
But despite being the sole engine of 
difference here, their dialogue is some-
how beside the point. Their utterances 
are spare, leaving two, three, or in some 
strips all panels blank, aside from the 
dog’s own word bubble of a growl, his 
withered, constant companion. In one 
example, a one-liner plays out across 
two panels:

“If bird shit was gold… /
I’d have a little brooch.” [1]

…then vacant day, vacant night. The 
dog stares through and past it all, his 
eyes and his growl bubble still bright 
in the night. Another strip intones more 
solemnly, after two vacant panels:

“People are dying living here.” [2]

…and again vacant night. No set-up, 
no response. No matter what is said, 
the world goes back to its resting state. 
See you next week.
 On the timeline, The Angriest 
Dog in the World plays soft accom-
paniment to Lynch’s cinematic ascent. 
And while it has never really been 
loved, the strip’s run nonetheless 
parallels the filmmaker’s development 
of what gets called “Lynchian,” and 
suspends it in crude miniature. He 
claims that the idea for the strip is as 
old as that of Eraserhead (released 
1977, but conceived 1971) and it first 
appeared in the paper in the wake of 
the lauded The Elephant Man (1980). 
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But its setting anticipated one of  
Blue Velvet’s (1986) key developments: 
that the depths of Lynch’s horror are 
best mined not in industrial hells, 
but in eerie idylls – finding hells in 
ostensible heavens. The strip was still 
kicking while he pushed this motif 
further with Twin Peaks (1990-1991), 
and it concluded in the same year as 
the turbulently received Twin Peaks: 
Fire Walk With Me (1992). From this 
vantage point, the strip spans the 
entirety of Lynch’s first golden period, 
exiting before a quieter period in the 
later ’90’s. 
 All that time, and up to today, 
when the Dog does get referenced, it’s 
typically as apocrypha. He’s known 
mostly by diehards, who write him  
off as a cheap stray thread of his 
maker’s broader project. The strip  
is definitely stupid, but I don’t think 
stupidity is always simple, or that 
simplicity undercuts worth. There’s 
something admirable in the fact that 
he kept up this rigid game for 10  
years – that’s about 450 stabs at this 
narrow formula. It’s stubborn. And the 
tradition through which it originally 
circulated – the American alternative 
weekly – was a shrine to the art  
of stubbornness.
 The Dog and his maker found 
their way to the Reader in 1983  
at the invitation of founding editor  
James Vowell. The paper was five  
years old then. Throughout the US,  
free weeklies like it were proud 
subcultural tastemakers, serving as 
road maps and lightning rods  
to different undergrounds. In those 
pages, pre-internet and parallel to 
Reaganism, there remained a sense  
of monoculture, and thus a sense of  
a feasible, if fading, outside. The 
Reader was one of its gates. Today, 
whatever confluence of economic and 
cultural conditions that had allowed 

for such fledgling outfits as the Reader 
to not only survive, but to make it 
somewhat livable for young writers  
to write with spirit, appears to be 
lost to time. We look at it from a cold, 
distant shore.
 The especially scrappy Reader 
was known for publishing cultural 
criticism of unusual tenacity, and for 
digging deeper and farther left than 
most, including its main competitor, 
LA Weekly. [3] One of its music colum-
nists, a former distribution manager 
and editorial assistant named Matt 
Groening, looms large in the Reader’s 
legacy, for making it the first paper to 
publish his own dumb yet existential, 
soon-to-be-famous cartoon, Life in 
Hell (1977-2012). But while the future 
creator of The Simpsons’ strips were a 
main attraction, featuring prominently 
on their own page, Lynch’s repeating 
panels, when they arrived, were holed 
up in the Classifieds section, suspended 
above the weekly thicket of full-body 
massage ads, promises of new organic 
weight loss formulas, and endless 
casting calls.
 The jokes write themselves  
in these silly, lonely, populist bargain-
bins of ad revenue. One special,  
self-knowing ad from 1989 cuts to  
the chase: 

UNUSUAL JOBS
THE JOB FACTORY

213-475-9521  M-F  established 1970 [4]

It’s like Craigslist (which, not 
coincidentally, the Reader’s longtime 
publisher Jane Levine credits “with  
the death of free weeklies” [5]). Later 
on, the strip would travel to other, 
purer contexts: first, the Comics-
specific sections of other alt weeklies 
(including Atlanta’s Creative Loafing, 
Denver’s Westword, and the Baltimore 
City Paper), and then in Cheval Noir, 
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Dark Horse Comics’ artsy anthology  
of mostly self-serious European comics 
in translation, “for mature readers.” [6] 
But I think it’s this first scene, in the 
Reader’s dense newsprint, that suits 
the Dog best. There, he’s down in the 
dirt. There, he has a chatty foil to his  
world’s disquiet, a nest of dead-ends 
and desperation to complement its 
rudderless nonsequiturs, week after 
week. If Lynch’s films tend to build 
surreal, sealed-off worlds with opaque 
internal logics, the Dog in the Reader 
is special in part because it puts  
Lynch outside of his castle, so that his 
world and our own can bleed into one 
another in a different way. Looking at 
the ads enveloping the dog, it’s clear 
that our world is strange, too.
 This placement reveals a kinship 
between Lynch’s weekly experiment 
and the pedantic churn of periodical 
publishing. The Dog’s drab content fills 
what could otherwise be advertising 
space – and for a writer in a moment  
of frustration, or burn-out, it can seem 
like filling gaps between ads is all  
that they’re really doing. The Dog is 
about despair, and so is the publishing 
life. As Reader editor Richard Gehr  
put it to me in an email: “Lynch was 
doing *exactly* what newspapers  
like the Reader were doing: publishing 
something that was exactly the same 
except week after week after…” 
 Reader staff was unusually 
involved in the production of this strip. 
They assembled it themselves. Each 
week, Lynch would relay the week’s 
dialogue and pacing to staff, typically 
by phone, and sometimes through a 
surrogate (spouse, or assistant). [7] The 
art department would then draft word 
bubbles, straining to emulate Lynch’s 
handwriting in the introductory panel, 
and glue them to the mimeographed 
template. Every Monday a script, every 
Friday a strip. Reader editor Randy 

Signor was for years tasked with 
making the call, and according to him, 
the dialogue usually seemed made  
up on the spot. To him, it seemed that  
the call was as much a nuisance for 
Lynch as it was for himself. And yet 
they kept at it – a somehow necessary 
drudgery. If completing a feature-film 
project is a glacial achievement, doing 
Angriest Dog was like managing a 
chronic pain.
 Reading over the strips, it’s  
not hard to believe that they were 
penned off the cuff. It can be tough to  
care about them when you view them 
in isolation. Lots of the them are 
underwhelming, due to either sheer 
cheesiness (“Does the name Pavlov ring  
a bell?”) or mopiness (“Some weeks 
nothing is funny.” “Woe / is / me.”). 
Throwaway jokes in a throwaway 
newsrag, which nobody even bothered 
to keep an archive of.[8] There isn’t  
so much to ‘interpret’ – which, it turns 
out, makes it hard to write about.  
And besides, doesn’t explaining a joke 
kill it?
 I think the strip hits hardest, 
instead, in the long view: when it  
is seen as a continuous project altered 
weekly. A weekly murmur among  
the yoga listings, relayed through a 
chain of para-literary production.  
A decade of inertness accrued, one 
frame after another, chronicling little 
more than a day turning to night,  
each strip as unremarkable as the last. 
The Reader’s readers remember the 
strip, if at all, as a steady, unheralded 
fixture of the paper – more like a 
weather report than a column. Its 
pleasure is in patterns, in curious per-
mutations on a formula, small gestures 
made grand through mute repetition. 
America’s favorite surrealist was play-
ing a conceptualist’s game.
 Contrast this to the grand eso-
tericism of Lynch’s films, so indebted 
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“A mirror is a highly reflective surface.”
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 Möbius 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 

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 façade 
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:

“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. [10] 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). [11] 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

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] I’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

song-cycle-01_6.75x10.25_DRAFT-01.indd   8 1/23/18   11:51 AM


