
 

 

Twin Peaks (USA: ABC, 1990-1991) 

 

P roduct ion  Deta i l s :  

Wr i ters :  Dav id  Lynch ,  Mark  Frost ,  Robert  Enge ls ,  

Har ley  Peyton,  Scott  F rost  

D i rectors :   Lynch ,  T im Hunter ,  F rost ,   James  Fo ley ,  Todd  

Hol land,  Duwaynne Dunham,  T ina  Rathone,  

Graehme C l i f ford ,  Les l i   L inka  G lat ter ,  Ca leb  

Deschanel  

Producers :   Lynch ,  F rost ,  Enge ls ,  Peyton,  Gregg  D .  

F ienberg  

 

Cast :  

Ann ie  B lackburne   (Heather  Graham)  

Deputy  Andy  Brennan   (Harry  Goaz)  

Bobby  Br iggs   (Dana  Ashbrook)  

Major  Gar land  Br iggs   (Don  Dav is )  

Den is (e )  Bryson   (Dav id  Duchovnay)  

Gordon Co le   (Dav id  Lynch)  

Da le  Cooper   (Ky le  MacLach lan)  

Windom Ear le   (Kenneth  Welsh)  

Laura  Pa lmer ,  Maddy  Ferguson   (Shery l   Lee)  

Ph i l ip  Gerard/the  One‐armed Man  (A l  S t robe l )  

Donna  Hayward   (Lara  F lynn‐Boy le )  

Dr .  Wi l l iam Hayward   (Warren  Frost )  

Audrey  Horne   (Sher i lyn  Fenn)  

Ben  Horne   (R ichard  Beymer)  

Jerry  Horne   (Dav id  Patr ick  Ke l ly )  

James  Hur ley   ( James  Marsha l l )  

B ig  Ed  Hur ley   (Everett  McGi l l )  

Nad ine  Hur ley   (Wendy  Rob ie)  

Dr .   Lawrence   Jacoby   (Russ  Tamblyn)  

Norma Jenn ings   (Peggy  L ipton)  

Hank   Jenn ings   (Chr is  Mulkey)  

Leo   Johnson   (Er ic  Da  Re)  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She l ley   Johnson   (Madchen Amick)  

The  Log  Lady   (Cather ine  Cou lson)  

Man  f rom Another  P lace   (Michae l   J .  Anderson)  

Cather ine  Marte l l   (P iper  Laur ie )  

Pete  Marte l l   ( Jack  Nance)  

Lucy  Moran   (K immy Robertson)  

Jos ie  Packard   ( Joan  Chen)  

Laura  Pa lmer   (Shery l   Lee)  

Le land  Pa lmer   (Ray  Wise)  

Sarah  Pa lmer   (Grace  Zabr isk ie )  

A lbert  Rosenfe ld   (Migue l  Ferrer )  

Sher i f f  Harry  S .  T ruman  (Michae l  Ontkean)  

 

With  Dav id  Lynch ’s   s ignature  amalgamat ion  of   surrea l i sm and  Amer icana   in  

mind,  Mel  Brooks  once  ca l led   the  d i rector  o f   such  b izarre   f i lms  as  Eraserhead   (1977) ,  

E lephant  Man  (1980) ,  Blue  Ve lvet   (1986) ,  Lost  H ighway   (1997) ,  and  Mulho l land  Dr ive  

(2001)  “ J immy Stewart   f rom Mars .”  Twin  Peaks ,  Lynch’s   f i r s t   foray   into  a  broadcast  

medium,  was  weird ,  br i l l iant ,   te lev is ion   f rom Mars .  Co‐created  with  Mark  Frost ,  a  TV  

veteran  who had  been  a  wr i ter   for  Hi l l  S t reet  B lues ,  Twin  Peaks  had been   labe led  

before   i t s  much‐ba l lyhooed Apr i l  8 ,  1990  premiere   (which  at t racted  33% of   the  TV  

aud ience)  “ the  show that  w i l l   change   te lev is ion”   (Rodman) ,  and   in   the   la te  

1980s/ear ly  1990s   there  was  a  s t rong   fee l ing   that ,   in   the   face  of  new cha l lenges   f rom 

the  emergence  of  cab le  programming,  TV  needed chang ing .  

Dreamy,  c inemat ic   ( rather   than   te lev isua l ) ,  and  s low paced,  Twin  Peaks  

accentuated   i t s   subtext ,   indu lged   in  extreme v io lence ,  emot iona l  excess ,  d is turb ing  

sexua l i ty ,  uncanny  dream sequences ,  and  controvers ia l   sub ject  matter ,  was   lush ly  

scored   (by  Ange lo  Bada lament i ) ,  demanded complete  at tent ion   to   i t s  convo luted  

narrat ive   f rom te lev is ion  v iewers  accustomed to  d is t ract ion ,  and  was  ever   re l iant  on  

“a  part icu lar  k ind  of   i rony  where   the  very  macabre  and   the  very  mundane combine   in  

such  a  way  as   to   revea l   the   former ’s  perpetua l  conta inment   in   the   la t ter”   (Wal lace) .  

No  other   te lev is ion  ser ies  before  or   s ince  had   featured  a   lady  with  a   ta lk ing   log ,  

te leported  creamed corn ,  a  g iant  and  a  dwarf   (and   the i r  doubles ) ,  a  woman who 

acqu ires  super‐human st rength  a f ter  a   su ic ide  at tempt ,  a  character  who suf fers   f rom 

agoraphobia ,  a  h igh  school  g i r l  app ly ing   for  a  pos i t ion  as  a  prost i tute   ty ing  a  cherry  

s tem  into  a  knot  w ith  her  mouth ,  ominous  ce i l ing   fans ,  an  eye‐to‐eye  encounter  w ith  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a   l lama,  a   ta lk ing  mynah b i rd  who witnessed  a  murder ,  doughnuts  covered  with  

b lood,  an  open ing  shot   in  which   the  camera  s lowly   t racks  out  o f  a  ho le   in  a  ce i l ing  

t i le ,  a   re ference   to  a  sort  o f  gum  lead ing ,   fourteen  ep isodes   la ter ,   to  so lv ing  a  c r ime,  

a   ser ies  end ing   in  which   the  hero   i s   inhab i ted  by   the  v i l la in   .   .   .   I t  was ,   in   short ,  

dec ided ly  d i f ferent .  

Wal lace  has  descr ibed  with  great  prec is ion   the  d is t inct ive  character i s t ics  o f  

Lynch ’s   s ty le  as  a   f i lmmaker :  “both  extremely  persona l  and  extremely   remote ,”  

“Lynch ian”  denotes  “ the  absence  of   l inear i ty  and  narrat ive   log ic ,   the  heavy  

mult iva lence  of   the  symbol i sm,   the  g lazed  opac i ty  o f   the  characters ’   faces ,   the  weird  

ponderous  qua l i ty  o f   the  d ia logue,   the   regu lar  dep loyment  o f  grotesques  as  

f igurants ,   the  prec ise ,  pa inter ly  way  scenes  are  s taged  and   l i t ,  and   the  over   lush ,  

poss ib ly  voyeur is t ic  way   that  v io lence ,  dev iance ,  and  genera l  h ideousness  are  

dep icted .”  Twin  Peaks   i s  o f ten  Lynch ian .  Even   though  Lynch  h imse l f  d i rected  on ly  a  

ha l f  dozen  ep isodes  and  rece ived  wr i t ing  cred i t  on  on ly   four ,   the  ser ies ’  d i rectors  

took   the i r   lead   f rom h im.  But  Mark  Frost  was  a  major  contr ibutor  as  wel l ,  and   the  

nature  of   the  Lynch/Frost  co l laborat ion   remains   the  sub ject  o f  a  great  dea l  o f  debate  

and  con jecture .  

Wr i ter ‐producer  Har ley  Peyton  observes  on   the  DVD of   the   f i r s t   season   that ,  

though  Lynch ’s   improv isat ions  may  have  prov ided   the  creat ive   impetus  beh ind  Twin  

Peaks ,   i t  was  Frost  who made  i t  work  as  a  TV  ser ies ,  F rost  “who kept   the  ser ies   ins ide  

h is  head”  at  a l l   t imes ,  F rost  who minded  the  deta i l s .  Accord ing   to  Noch imson’s  

I r igaray‐ in f luenced  provocat ive  ana lys i s  o f  Lynch ’s   ro le   in  Twin  Peaks ,  “the  

compl icat ions  o f   the  extens ive ly  co l laborat ive  nature  of   te lev is ion  product ion  had  a  

de leter ious  e f fect  on   the  ser ies .   .   .   . ”  Dur ing  Lynch ’s  pro longed  absence   f rom the  

ser ies   (he  was   f i lm ing  Wild  at  Heart   [1992] ) ,  Noch imson argues ,  F rost   se ized  contro l  

o f   the  narrat ive  and  moved  i t  away   f rom Lynch’s  commitment   to  v i s ion ,   femin ine  

wisdom,  and  “ the  bounty  o f   the  subconsc ious”   toward  emphas is  on  male ,  verba l ,  and  

rat iona l  contro l .  Not  surpr is ing ly ,  ne i ther  Lynch  nor  Frost  now remembers   the i r  

partnersh ip   fond ly .  

F rost  once  descr ibed  Twin  Peaks  as  "a  moody,  dark  soap  opera  murder‐

mystery ,   set   in  a   f i c t iona l   town  in   the  Northwest ,  w i th  an  ensemble  cast  and  an  

edge."   (Pond) ,  but   the  ser ies  exh ib i ted  mult ip le  gener ic  a l leg iances .   I t  was  a  mystery  

(“Who k i l led  Laura  Pa lmer”  drove   the  s tory   for   i t s  ent i re   f i r s t   season  and  n ine  

ep isodes   into   the  second)  and  a  soap  opera   ( i t  even  conta ined  with in   i t  another  soap  

opera ,   Inv i tat ion   to  Love ,  watched  by  a l l   the   res idents  o f  Twin  Peaks ,  which  mirrored  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the  metatext ,  and   the  ser ies   rece ived  regu lar  coverage   in  Soap  Opera  D igest ) ,  but   i t  

was  a lso  an  FB I  drama  (Malach) ,  a   s i tcom (Deputy  Andy  and  Lucy  Moran  seem to  have  

s t rayed   into   the  ser ies   f rom that  most  popular  o f   te lev is ion  genres) ,  a  detect ive  

s tory   (Hague,  N ickerson) ,  a   sensat ion  nove l   (Huskey) ,  a  western   (complete  with  a  

“Doc”   r ight  out  o f  Gunsmoke  and a  Sher i f f   in  a  cowboy  hat ) ,  and  a  cof fee  commerc ia l  

(Reeves ,  e t  a l ) .  Thorough ly  postmodern ,   i t   sampled   innumerab le  other   texts ,  

connected   ( through  overt  and   impl ic i t   re ferences  and   the  presence  of  consc ious ly ‐

cast  actors )   in   i t s   in tertext   to  movies   l ike  Laura   (Otto  Preminger ,  1944) ,  Double  

Indemnity   (B i l ly  Wi lder ,  1944) ,  The  Searchers   (1956) ,  Vert igo   (1958) ,  One‐Eyed   Jacks  

(1961) ,  West  S ide  Story   (Robert  Wise ,  1961) ,   te lev is ion  shows  l ike  The  F l in ts tones ,  

The  Mod Squad,  Then  Came Bronson,  and Mister  Ed ,  and  l i terature   f rom the  Arthur ian  

legends   (Umland)   to  Spenser ’s  The  Fa i r ie  Queene,   to  Char les  Brockden  Brown’s  

Wieland   (Carro l l ) ,  and Hawthorne’s  The  Scar let  Let ter .  

Twin  Peaks  ut i l i zed  Spec ia l  Agent  Cooper  as  “a  combinat ion  pr ivate‐eye  and  

(cu l t )ura l  e thnographer”   through  whose  eyes  we  learned  about   the  pecu l iar  

characters  o f  and  b izarre  events   t ransp i r ing   in   the  community  o f  Twin  Peaks .  He  may  

have  served  as  wel l  as  a   surrogate   for  Lynch  as  he  d iscovered  “ the  equa l ly  odd  

go ings‐on ,   the   textua l  geography,  character i s t ics ,   convent ions ,   taboos ,  unexp lored  

poss ib i l i t ies ,  o f  network   te lev is ion   i t se l f”   (Lavery ,   “Semiot ics” ) .  But  un l ike   t rad i t iona l  

soaps  Twin  Peaks  proved   incapab le  o f  p ick ing  up  new v iewers   in  medias   res ,  and  even  

many  of   i t s   fans  seemed to  grow bored  with   the  “same k ind  of  d i f ferent”   (Lavery ,  

“Semiot ics” )   i t  o f fered .  Mark  Frost  had  worr ied ,  prophet ica l ly ,  ear ly   in   the  show’s  

run   that  "The  pace  of   the  cu l ture   i s  acce lerat ing  a l l   the   t ime  in   th is  country .  Trends  

and   fads .  Too  much  attent ion   i s  dangerous .  Maybe  [ the  show's  aud ience  wi l l ]  d igest  

us   too  qu ick ly ,   sp i t  us  out"   (quoted  by  Leonard) .  

Twin  Peaks  was  one  of   the   f i r s t   te lev is ion  ser ies   to   insp i re  act ive   fan  

part ic ipat ion  and  heavy   investment   in  a  current  ser ies .  At  water  coo lers  around the  

nat ion ,  a t  Twin  Peaks  part ies   featur ing   joe   (cof fee) ,   cherry  p ie ,  and  doughnuts ,  and  

on  a l t . tv . tw inpeaks ,  av id   fo l lowers  o f   the  show specu lated  end less ly  about   the  

s ign i f i cance  of  minute  v i sua l  deta i l s   (o f ten  captured  and  rewatched  on   the i r  VCRs)  

and  narrat ive  deve lopments   in   the  ser ies   ( Jenk ins ) .  Between the   f i r s t  and  second 

seasons  buzz  about  who shot  Agent  Cooper   in   the  c l i f fhanger  end ing  of   the   f ina l  

ep isode  was  comparab le   to   that  occas ioned  by   the   in famous  shoot ing  of   J .  R .   in  

Dal las   (1980) .   In terest   in   the  ser ies  was  not   l im ited   to   the  Uni ted  States :  Twin  Peaks  

was  a  cu l tura l  phenomenon  in   the  UK,   in  Europe,  and,  espec ia l ly   in   Japan.  Even  a f ter  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the  show’s  cance l la t ion ,   Japanese   f locked   to   the  Pac i f i c  Northwest   to   tour   the  

“actua l”   s i tes  o f   the  ser ies :   the  Double  R  Cafe ,   the  Great  Northern  Hote l ,   the  

locat ion  where  Laura  Pa lmer ’s  body  was   found,  “dead,  wrapped  in  p last ic .”  

Fue l ing   the  con jectures  o f   the   interpret ive  community  o f  Twin  Peaks  were   the  

commodity   in tertexts   (Co l l ins )   that  began   to  appear   in   the   f i r s t   season.  Reve lat ions  

about   the   ident i ty  o f  Laura ’s  k i l le r  and   the  secret  backstory  o f   the  ser ies ’  hero   in  

books   l ike  The  Secret  D iary  o f  Laura  Pa lmer ,  writ ten  by  Lynch ’s  daughter   Jenn i fer ,  

and  The  Autob iography  of  F .B . I .   Spec ia l  Agent  Da le  Cooper :  My L i fe ,  My Tapes ,  

authored  by  Scott  F rost   (Mark ’s  brother)  became part  o f  Twin  Peaks ’  a l ready  

formidab ly  compl icated  narrat ive  ske in .  Those  who read   the   former  were  not  

complete ly   surpr ised   to   learn   that   i t  was  Laura ’s   fa ther ,   Le land  Pa lmer ,  under   the  

contro l  o f   the  paras i t i c   supernatura l  be ing  BOB,  who had  k i l led  her .  Those  who had  

read   the   la t ter  knew that  Cooper  had  a  dark  s ide  not  yet   revea led   in  Twin  Peaks ’  

narrat ive  but  were  as  shocked  as  anyone at   the  ser ies ’   f ina l   scene.   (Accord ing   to  

Noch imson,   the   f ina l  ep isode  as   i t  a i red  on   June  10 ,  1991  was   the  somewhat  botched  

resu l t  o f  a  c reat ive  c lash  between the  ser ies ’   co‐creators ,  w i th  Lynch   toss ing  out  

much  of   the  screenplay  by  Frost ,  Enge ls ,  and  Peyton  and  extempor iz ing  h is  own 

vers ion  of   the   f ina le . )  

Hav ing  p lummeted   in   the   rat ings ,   rout ine ly   ranked  among  the  bottom f ive  

shows  in   the  N ie lsens ,  Twin  Peaks  was  cance l led  by  ABC  in   the  Spr ing  o f  1991  a f ter  a  

confus ing  sequence  of  events   in  which   the  ser ies  was   temporar i ly   suspended,   then  

sh i f ted   to  a  new n ight  and   t ime,  and   f ina l ly  axed,  Lynch/Frost  were  g iven  no  

opportun i ty   to  br ing   the i r  narrat ive   to  an  end.  The   forever   f rozen‐ in ‐ t ime  f ina l   image  

of   the  ser ies—a b loody  Cooper  s tar ing   into  a  bathroom mirror  he  has   just   smashed  

with  h is  head  and  see ing  BOB as  h is   re f lect ion—wi l l   forever  be  “ the  end.”   In  1992  

Lynch  de l ivered   the   feature   f i lm  Twin  Peaks :  F i re  Walk  w ith  Me,  but   the  prequel ,  

dea l ing  w ith   the   last   seven  days   in   the   l i fe  o f  Laura  Pa lmer ,  was  a  c r i t i ca l  and  

f inanc ia l  d i saster  and  d id   l i t t le   to  prov ide  c losure   for   the  ser ies ’  narrat ive .  

(Noch imson sees  F i re  Walk  w ith  Me,  a   f i lm   lack ing   the   te lev is ion  ser ies ’  wonderfu l  

sense  of  humor  and  miss ing  many  of   i t s  most   in tr igu ing  characters ,  as  s tand ing  c loser  

to   the  Twin  Peaks  story  as  Lynch  would  have   to ld   i t  w i thout  a  co l laborator . )  

No   te lev is ion  ser ies  has  been  more  carefu l ly   s tud ied .  A  decade  of  work  by   the  

fanz ine  Wrapped   in  P last ic  has  examined  v i r tua l ly  every   facet  o f   the  ser ies ’   c reat ion  

and  product ion ,   in terv iewing  many  of   the  wr i ters  and  d i rectors  and  a lmost  a l l  o f   the  

key  per formers ,  and  compar ing  scr ipted  and   te lev ised  vers ions  o f  whole  ep isodes .  As  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a   resu l t  o f   the  e f forts  o f  Cra ig  Mi l ler  and   John  Thorne  we now possess  unsurpassed  

beh ind‐the‐scenes  knowledge  about  Twin  Peaks  and understand  better  how much  of  

the  gen ius  o f   the  ser ies  was   intended and  how much  a   lucky  acc ident .  The  many  

commentar ies  on   the   f i r s t   season  DVD of   the  ser ies   (by   the  d i rector  o f  photography,  

wr i ters ,  d i rectors )  add  much   to   th is  knowledge  base .  As  a   resu l t  Twin  Peaks  has  been  

sub jected   to  a   te lev isua l  vers ion  of   textua l  c r i t i c i sm—debate  about  author ia l   in tent ,  

in terna l  and  externa l  ev idence ,  etc—normal ly  assoc iated  with   l i terature .   (The  ser ies  

even  prov ided  an  aberrant   text :   the  “European  vers ion”  o f   the  p i lot :  a  complete  Twin  

Peaks  narrat ive ,   re leased  as  a   feature   f i lm,   inc lud ing  Cooper ’s   famous  dream 

sequence   f rom the  second ep isode,   in  which  Laura ’s  murderer   i s   found  and  k i l led . )  

Cr i t i cs  and  scho lars  have   l ikewise   i l luminated   the  ser ies ’   sub ject  matter  and  

themes,  examin ing   (a  part ia l   l i s t  on ly )   i t s  qu intessent ia l ly  postmodern  mus ic  

(Ka l inak) ,   i t s  use  of  doubl ing   (Kuzn ier ) ,   i t s   fa i led  cha l lenge   to  commerc ia l   te lev is ion  

(D ienst ) ,   i t s  po l i t i cs   (Rosenbaum),   i t s  nature  as  a  cu l t   (as  def ined  by  Eco)   te lev is ion  

program (Lavery ,   “Semiot ics” ) ,   Laura  Pa lmer  as  a   te lev is ion  sa int   (Desmet) ,   i t s  

s t rateg ic  use  of   the   fantast ic   in  order   to  dep ict   the  unth inkab le  sub ject  o f  ch i ld  

sexua l  abuse   (S tevenson) ,   the  ser ies  as  an  exemplar  o f  Foucau ld ian  d isorder  

(Te lotte) ,   i t s  dep ict ion  of  women  (George) ,   i t s   t rans lat ion  of  Goth ic  convent ions   to  

te lev is ion   (Ledwon) ,   i t s   ro le  as  “d i f f i cu l t  v iewing”   (Ch isho lm) ,   i t s   impl icat ions   for  

understand ing   the  complex  nature  of   ser ia l   s toryte l l ing   (Do lan) ;   i t s   rev is ion ing  of  

Oed ipa l   themes   (K imbal l ) .  

Though  Twin  Peaks  did  not ,  as  pred icted ,   rad ica l ly  a l ter   te lev is ion ,   i t  has  had  

a   las t ing   in f luence.  Northern  Exposure   (1990‐1995) ,  Picket  Fences   (1992‐1996)  and  

The  X‐F i les   (1993‐2002)—whose  s tar  Dav id  Duchovny  p layed  a   t ransvest i te  Drug  

Enforcement  Admin is t rat ion  agent   in  Twin  Peaks—co lon ized   te lev is ion   terr i tory  Twin  

Peaks  had opened up ,  as  d id ,   less   success fu l ly ,   such   f lops  as  Eer ie ,   Ind iana   (1991) ,  

Amer ican  Goth ic   (1995‐96) ,  Murder  One   (1995‐97) ,  and  Wolf  Lake   (2001) .  Though  

post ‐Twin  Peaks   te lev is ion  has  o f ten  seemed des igned   for  a  v iewersh ip  w ith  

Attent ion  Def ic i t  D isorder   (Peyton) ,   some of   the  medium’s  most   important  

contemporary  creators  now th ink  o f   the  ser ies  as  a   te lev is ion   touchstone:  both   Joss  

Whedon  (Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer ,  Ange l )  and  Dav id  Chase   (The  Sopranos )   speak  of  

Twin  Peaks   in  hushed   tones .  And   the  name  i tse l f  has  become part  o f   the   language:   to  

evoke  “Twin  Peaks”   in   re lat ion   to  any  narrat ive  or  any  sequence  of  events   in   the  

“rea l”  wor ld   i s   to   labe l   i t  as   fantast ic ,   inexp l icab le ,  un ique.  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Questions to Consider: 

•  In  what  ways  was  Twin  Peaks  a   rad ica l  departure   f rom standard   te lev is ion?  

•  Twin  Peaks  has  been  descr ibed  as  more  c inemat ic   than   te lev isua l .   In  what  

respects   i s   the  ser ies   indebted   to   the  movies?  

•  Can you  make   the  case   for   ident i fy ing  Twin  Peaks  as  a  soap  opera?  

•  Can you   ident i fy   the  presence  of  other  genres   in  Twin  Peaks?  

•  Using  Eco ’s  descr ipt ion  of   the  cu l t  mov ie   ( in  “”Casab lanca:  Cu l t  Movies  and  

Intertextua l  Co l lage”)   i s   i t  poss ib le   to  character ize  Twin  Peaks  as  cu l t  TV?  

•  Why d id  Twin  Peaks  acqu ire  a  devoted   fan  base?  What   i s   there  about   the  ser ies  

which  seems to  so l ic i t  act ive   fan   invo lvement?  

•  Ear ly  pred ict ions  he ld   that  Twin  Peaks  would  change   the  nature  of   te lev is ion .  D id  

th is  pred ict ion  come true?   I f   i t  d id  not ,  why  d id   i t  not?  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