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Cicely,  in  other words, l ike a l l  great pastoral ,  is  a myth that knows i t 's  a myth 
and invi tes us, every week, to share the secret that  the l ies of  our  innocence 
are our innocence. I t 's  a consensual hal lucinat ion of  the pr imal Garden, and 
wi thout  the skept ical  Fleishman i t  would fal l  apart  just because Joel 's  
skeptic ism, l ike that  of Shakespeare's fools, keeps reminding us that  th is  ideal  
l i t t le  place can' t  be real :  and,  by the same token, must be real ,  because we al l  
dream i t  so desperately.  

Frank McConnel l  
 

Among the contr ibutors to Northern Exposure ’s six year run on the Amer ican 
te levis ion network CBS were David Chase (execut ive producer for seasons Five and 
Six) ,  the wr i t ing teams of  Robin Green and Mitchel l  Burgess and Diane Frolov and 
Andrew Schneider (Two through Six) ,  and directors James Hayman (Three, Five, and 
Six) ,  Jack Bender (Three),  and Daniel  Att ias (Four and Five) .  In the st i l l  largely 
author less wor ld of  te levis ion,  even avid Northerners st i l l  might not  recognize any of  
these for- the-most-part- invis ib le contr ibut ions to the hi t  dramedy. Nor wi l l  fo l lowers of  
The Sopranos, the master fu l  “not  TV” ser ies Chase would later sow on HBO’s fer t i le  
ground, l ikely recognize,  wi thout the aid of  the Internet Movie Data Base, that  seven 
of  his  col laborators had fo l lowed him from Alaska to New Jersey. 

In a conversat ion with Al len Rucker,  Chase, a disenchanted twenty-plus year 
network veteran,  would acknowledge that  hat ing ‘everyth ing that  corporate Amer ica 
had to of fer .  I  considered network TV to be propaganda for  the corporate state – the 
programming not  only the commercials.  I ’m not  a Marxist  and I  never was very radical ,  
but  that ’s  what I  considered i t  to be.  To some extent ,  I  s t i l l  do. ’ 1 Northern Exposure,  
the ser ies that  had once suppl ied his  paychecks,  was not  immune to his scorn:  The 
qual i ty  televis ion ser ies that  is  the subject  of  th is  specia l  issue of  Cri t ical  Studies in 
Televis ion was, for  Chase, ‘propaganda for  the corporate state.  .  .  .  i t  was ramming 
home every week the message that “ l i fe is  nothing but great,”  “Amer icans are great,”  
and “heart fe l t  emot ion and shar ing conquers [s ic ]  everyth ing.”2

On The Sopranos Chase has,  of course,  freed himself  f rom the need for  such 
messages,  del iver ing an exceptional  ser ies which,  as i t  comes to i ts  end in ear ly 
2007, may have painted i tsel f  in to a narrat ive corner.  The Sopranos’ re lent lessly dark 
view of  contemporary Amer ica,  devoid of  any redeemable character,  of fers us vir tual ly 
no comforts  and gives us hardly any cause to l ike i t  other than i ts  own br i l l iance.  

Northern Exposure did not  end wel l  e i ther.  I ts  good for tune had gone up-r iver 
wi th Joel  Fle ischman when he went nat ive in Season Six,  never to return,  though the 
ser ies cont inued on for  a season before the plug was pul led,  but  in i ts  day there was 
nothing quite l ike i t . 3 Far f rom being propaganda for the dominant cul ture,  i t  was the 
most inte l lectual ,  imaginat ive,  chal lenging dramedy ser ies of  the ear ly 1990s, a show 
that  gave us every reason to l ike i t—to come running,  ready to watch,  laugh, and 
th ink,  when the eagle cr ied and the moose walked the ear ly morning streets of  Cicely.4

As the late Frank McConnel l  would note in a br i l l iant 1993 piece in 
Commonweal,  Northern Exposure was real ly a pastoral ,  a myth of a “Specia l  Place—
the Secret  Garden .  .  .  where you can take al l  your everyday cares and, by playing at  
a s impler ,  more natural  l i fe ,  have them clar i f ied and healed.”  “The glory of  pastoral , ”  
McConnel l  adds, “ is  that  i t  recognizes play as a profoundly re l ig ious act.  .  .  . ” 5 
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Northern Exposure was always at p lay,  always in p lay,  and i t  required us to p lay wi th 
i t .  
 
Ready to play i ts own special  kind of game, te levis ion studies,  not  surpr is ingly,  has 
paid more than a few vis i ts  to Cicely.  Northern Exposure, after  al l ,  seemed to need 
v iewers/readers wi th our special  sk i l ls .  Someone had to make sense of  these 
fascinat ing,  eccentr ic  characters, those prol i ferat ing l i terary a l lus ions,  those charming 
tropes, those mythemes galore. 

Though we do not yet have a book on Northern Exposure,  the per iodical  Mid-
At lant ic  Almanac devoted most of  an issue to the ser ies,6 inc luding essays by 
Crawford, Pr ingle and Shearer ,  and Taylor  (“Landscape of  the West”7) ;  and Annette M. 
Taylor  has authored (or  co-authored) no less than three s igni f icant  essays on the 
show: the above-named piece, ‘Cul tural  Her i tage in Northern Exposure , ’  ‘Landscape of  
the West in Northern Exposure, ’ 8 and (wi th David Upchurch) ‘Northern Exposure  and 
Mythology of  the Global  Community, ’9 which taken together of fer  something l ike a 
sustained imaginal  geography of  NE.  

Northern Exposure has to date inspired a var iety of  other essays. Feminist  
themes have been explored in Leda M. Cooks and Roger C. Aden’s ‘Northern 
Exposure 's  Sense of  Place:  Construct ing and Marginal iz ing the Matr iarchal 
Community, ’ 10 Mary Beth Pr ingle and Cynthia L.  Shearer ’s ‘The Female Spir i t  of  
Northern Exposure 's  Cicely,  Alaska, ’11 and Sasha Torres’  ‘Lesbische Migrat ionen, 
te levisuel le f ront iers: Northern Exposure. ’ 12 Ia in Crawford has invest igated i ts  
inter textual i ty  in ‘Reading TV: Inter texual i ty in Northern Exposure . ’ 13 I ts  Jewishness 
has been the focus of Michael L. Hecht,  et  a l ’s  ’Looking through 'Northern Exposure '  
a t  Jewish Amer ican ident i ty  and the communicat ion theory of ident i ty ’14 and a chapter  
in David Zurawik’s  The Jews of Pr ime Time :  ‘Dr.  Fleischman and the Captiv i ty  
Narrat ive. ’15 The created community of  the ser ies has at tracted the at tent ion of  
Jessica Johnston and Joseph Raab’s ‘The Utopian Community of Northern Exposure. ’ 16 
Esther  Romeyn and Jack Kugelmass’s ‘Wri t ing Alaska, Wri t ing the Nat ion: 'Northern 
Exposure '  and the Quest  for  a New America’17 and Wil lard A.  Underwood’s ‘The Image 
of  Amer ica through a Contemporary Alaskan Model :  Northern Exposure 's  Celebrat ion 
of  Diversi ty ’ 18 have considered Northern Exposure as a dis t inct ly Amer ican narrat ive. 
And the ser ies ’  contr ibut ions to the development of  contemporary te levis ion has been 
the focus of  Chr ist ine Scodar i ’s  entry in The Encyclopedia of  Telev is ion,19 Michael  J.  
Porter ’s ‘The Funct ion of  Scenes in Televis ion Narrat ives, ’ 20 and Betsy Wil l iams’  
‘North to the Future: Northern Exposure and Quality Television.’21

These pages of fer  the ful lest ,  and most mult i - faceted, considerat ion of  Northern 
Exposure to date.  Rhonda Wi lcox ( in an award-winning, previously publ ished essay, 
repr inted here)22 interprets male and female,  body and spir i t ,  in  NE’s dreamli fe.  Janet 
McCabe discusses the ser ies ’  alterat ion of “mascul ine front ier  mythology.”  David 
Lavery takes a look at  an episode of  NE in  which Chr is  must wrest le wi th post-
structural ist  cr i t ical  theory.  Fel ic ia Chan tenders a narratological  assessment.  J immie 
Cain examines real  and metaphoric  war in NE .  Meg Albr inck compares i t  to a 
surpr is ingly s imi lar  BBC cousin.  John Zubizarreta explores the dupl ic i tous ro le of  
doubl ing in NE ,  and David Scott  Di f fr ient ’s  mini-monograph of fers a met iculous 
analysis  of the ro le of movies in the ser ies. 
 
                                          

1 Al len Rucker,  The Sopranos: A Family  History,  New American Library,  2000. 
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2 For  more on Chase’s v iews on te levis ion, see David Lavery and Robert  J .  Thompson, 

‘David Chase, The Sopranos,  and Televis ion Creat iv i ty ’ ,  This Thing of  Ours: 

Invest igat ing The Sopranos, Columbia Universi ty Press,  2002, pp.18-25. 

3 In i ts  day,  Northern Exposure was, of  course, of ten compared to i ts  contemporary 

Twin Peaks, both examples of  what Robert  J.  Thompson would deem ‘quirky qual i ty ’ .  

As Thompson would wr i te:  

In July 1990, CBS offered up something for a l l  those viewers who were 

spending the summer wondering who ki l led Laura Palmer.  Though Northern 

Exposure  was set  in the f ic t ional  town of Cicely,  Alaska, i t  was f i lmed in 

Roslyn,  Washington,  just  down the road a piece from Snoqualmie,  the town that  

s tood in for  Twin Peaks. The s imi lar i t ies between the two shows didn' t  s top wi th 

the scenery ei ther .  Northern Exposure had i ts  own rural  quirk iness,  surreal  

story l ines, and ensemble of  of f  centered characters.  I t  wasn' t  just  an imi tat ion,  

however.  Northern Exposure  had already been conceived and developed before 

Twin Peaks  premiered. The str ik ing s imi lar i t ies between these two 

independent ly created ser ies suggests that qual i ty  TV was fol lowing a dist inct  

evolut ionary path.  The ar t is t ic  mandate for  innovat ion that  had engendered 

Twin Peaks  had apparent ly been yie ld ing s imi lar  resul ts  e lsewhere as wel l  

(Televis ion’s Second Golden Age: From Hi l l  Street Blues to ER, Continuum, 

1996, pp.160-61).  

4 Frank McConnel l ’s thoughts on Northern Exposure ’s  moose must be quoted: ‘As the 

only real ly  "natural"  th ing in the whole show, that  hairy and charming fe l low reminds 

us at  the beginning of every instalment how f ic t ional ,  constructed, and human is  a l l  

that  fo l lows his in i t ia l  s tro l l  through town. A real  moose in a made-up town: wasn' t  i t  

Mary Anne Moore [s ic ]  who def ined poetry as imaginary gardens wi th real  toads in 

them?’ ‘Northern Exposure, ’  Commonweal,  120, 19, 5 November 1993, p.19. 

5 Ib id,  p.20. 
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Popular /American Cul ture Associat ion,  3,  1994, pp.13-39.

7 ‘Landscape of  the West in Northern Exposure ’,  The Mid-Atlant ic  Almanack:  The 

Journal  of  the Mid-At lant ic  Popular /Amer ican Cul ture Associat ion,  3,  1994, pp.23-33.  

8 ‘Cul tural  Her i tage in Northern Exposure ’,  in  S.  El izabeth Bird,  ed,  Dressing in 

Feathers:  The Construct ion of  the American Popular  Cul ture,  Westview Press,  1996, 

229-44.
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Communicat ion,  18, 1,  Spr ing, pp.1–17. 

11 Mary Beth Pr ingle and Cynthia L.  Shearer , ‘The Female Spir i t  of  Northern 

Exposure's Cicely,  Alaska, ’  The Mid-At lant ic  Almanack: The Journal  of  the Mid-

At lant ic  Popular/American Culture Associat ion ,  3,  1994, pp. 34-39. 

12 Sasha Torres,  ‘Lesbische Migrat ionen, te levisuel le front iers: Northern Exposure ’,  

Montage/AV: Zei tschr i f t  für  Theor ie und Geschichte audiovisuel ler  Kommunikat ion ,  4,  

2,  pp.40-62.

13 Ia in Crawford, ‘Reading TV: Inter textual i ty in Northern Exposure ’,  The Mid-Atlant ic  

Almanack:  The Journal  of  the Mid-At lant ic  Popular /Amer ican Cul ture Associat ion,  3, 

1994, pp.14-22. 

14 Michael Hecht,  et  a l . ,  ‘Jewish Amer ican ident i ty:  A Communicat ion Theory of  Ident i ty 
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