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Introduction




Rarely—never?—do we hear the phrase “Mark Frost’s Twin Peaks.” And why not? Though he is clearly a master yarn    spinner with a sharp intellect, a distinctive sense of humor, an infatuation with mythology and the occult, and—above all—profound empathy and soulfulness, Frost is never credited as the auteur of Twin Peaks. And yet a convincing argument can be made that he is the heart and soul of Twin Peaks, and that without his participation the series never would have resonated so fervidly with the legions of fans who have embraced and obsessed over it.

	Hopefully, this book is that argument.

	In 2015, when I first sat down to write Twin Peaks FAQ: All That’s Left to Know About a Place Both Wonderful and Strange, I was 99.9 percent certain that David Lynch had been 99.9 percent responsible for the genius of Twin Peaks.

	I was wrong.

	In my defense, I was wrong because almost everyone on the planet had been telling me that David Lynch was the true genius behind Twin Peaks. Article after article, book after book, podcast after podcast raved about “David Lynch’s Twin Peaks”—often without so much as mentioning the contributions of Mark Frost, who not only had cocreated the series, but also wrote or rewrote nearly every episode and ran the first two seasons of the show on a daily basis.

	For example: a recent three-page Sunday Times of London article on Lynch and the impact of Twin Peaks on television declared, “It’s hard to imagine the delirious plotting of Breaking Bad, the gruesome glee of Dexter or even the harsh realism of The Wire without Lynch’s inspired precursor.”

	Lynch’s inspired precursor.

	In Television Rewired: The Rise of the Auteur Series, Martha P. Nochimson wrote that David Lynch “made his anger with the script [for the season two finale of Twin Peaks, written by Frost, Harley Peyton, and Robert Engels] explicit in our phone conversation on January 18, 2018: ‘I hate it. They don’t understand the Red Room at all.’”

	The problem with this assertion is that it assumes Lynch has sole proprietorship of the meaning of the Red Room. Though in fact he did create it (for the European ending to the pilot), Frost, Peyton, and Engels bore responsibility for nurturing it over the course of two seasons, plus constructing an entire mythology around it—one that would accommodate, or even drive, the narrative—whenever Lynch wasn’t around.

	Which was often. Lynch popped in and out of the original series—he was barely present at all for season one (instead, he was off making Wild at Heart); during season two he appeared in five episodes as FBI Regional Bureau Chief Gordon Cole (he had supplied Cole’s voice in two episodes of season one, but didn’t appear on screen until season two). All told Lynch directed six episodes of the original series, including the two most celebrated—the pilot and the series finale. He famously threw out chunks of the finale’s script and improvised what many people—critics, scholars, fans, and Mark Frost himself—consider perhaps the most thrilling (if perhaps inscrutable) series ending of all time.

	In fact, Frost—inspired by his interest in spirituality and the occult—devised much of the intricate mythology of Twin Peaks with the assistance of Peyton and Engels, often by finding ways to integrate Lynch’s largely visceral, narratively underdeveloped concepts into a cohesive and coherent story (well, mostly, anyway). After all, Frost is above all a storyteller.

	Of course, David Lynch is a brilliant artist. Many of the most enduring and disquieting images associated with the first two seasons of Twin Peaks—the dancing dwarf, the Red Room, the evil spirit Bob, the One-Armed Man, the Chalfonts/Tremonds—are products of Lynch’s contorted (and I mean that in the nicest way possible) imagination.

	But the original Twin Peaks is far more than a compilation of those iconic moments. So much of the show’s allure derives not from the recesses of our unconscious, but from the heart: Think about it. Harry S. Truman resolutely waits for Dale Cooper to emerge from the Black Lodge. The tortured love of Norma Jennings and Ed Hurley. Cooper and Hawk ponder the afterlife, then escort a devastated Leland Palmer off the Great Northern dance floor. Major Briggs shares the details of a dream with Bobby over a slab of pie. Doc Hayward tells Donna how lucky he is to be her father.

	All these iconic moments, and so many more like them, tug at us every bit as potently as creamed corn and the Owl Cave ring, just in a different way.

	Twin Peaks is the sum part of its surreality and its humanity; take away either one and you have a show without anywhere near the impact.

	It’s worth noting that the most prevalent complaint among those Twin Peaks fans who don’t revere Fire Walk With Me—the theatrical prequel that Mark Frost had no hands-on involvement with whatsoever—is a perceived lack of warmth. The same can be said about Peaks fans who admired the intuitive brilliance of season three (which Frost and Lynch cowrote, but Lynch directed in its entirety) but didn’t love it; they couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss.

	No one will ever fully and clearly demarcate the individual contributions to Twin Peaks between Mark Frost and David Lynch, and there’s no implication here that Lynch didn’t supply plenty of emotional power of his own. But the two combined to produce magic.

	Frost’s career—and not just with respect to Twin Peaks—hasn’t gotten nearly the attention it deserves. He has created, written, and produced television programming for five decades, from the hoary days of three-network hegemony to what many now cite as a new Golden Age of television (which, it can be persuasively argued, Twin Peaks pioneered). Frost cut his teeth in the seventies at the famous Universal factory, working alongside industry titans like Steven Bochco, Richard Levinson & William Link, Roy Huggins, and Stephen J. Cannell; after that Bochco brought him over to Hill Street Blues, one of the most important narrative dramas in American television history, produced by MTM, one of the most important independent television production companies.

	He walked away from a lucrative Hollywood career in search of purpose and creative fulfillment, focusing instead on documentaries and theater—in Minneapolis.

	He wrote and directed a provocative feature film that, for reasons beyond his control, barely registered commercially, but was warmly embraced by some of the nation’s most prominent critics.

	At the height of his success, he took yet another creative gamble by producing a series of half-hour documentaries—“docu-poetry,” he called them—for prime-time commercial television.

	He switched paths midcareer, focusing on novels and nonfiction books instead—partly to reassert artistic control over his work, partly because he preferred the solitary professional life of a book writer.

	And later in life, he approached David Lynch with the audacious idea not only to resurrect Twin Peaks, but to do it in a way that was inventive and ingenious and evocative of the new era—because what does Twin Peaks stand for if not that?

	Conclusions?

	One, Frost likes to work. And while not everything has been critically or popularly embraced, he has unquestionably accumulated an impressive body of work, and demonstrated an exceptional gift for exploiting—in multiple media—generic conventions to explore profound, culturally resonant issues with intelligence, eloquence, and wit.

	Two, Mark Frost is hugely responsible for the artistic success of Twin Peaks, as well as the passionate devotion of the show’s fan base.

	Three, his contributions are woefully underappreciated.

	Four, he has insisted throughout his career on taking creative risks, rather than repeating himself.

	Five, Frost’s work reflects a deep capacity for empathy and a devotion to humanism; it is perhaps his defining characteristic as an artist.

	Six, he is hugely appreciative and respectful of his admirers and fans.

	And seven, he has—along with David Lynch—changed the landscape of television, and for that, we should all be grateful.

	Hence, this book. It’s about time we said thanks.

***

	The transcripts that follow are the records of twenty-two phone interviews conducted specifically for the purposes of this book over a period of fifteen months, from February 2018 to October 2019. A typical interview lasted about one hour—sometimes more, sometimes less. We had one off-the-record in-person meeting, at a restaurant in New York City.

	That this book exists at all is a function of the fact that I reached out to Mark Frost, who was initially reluctant.

	Throughout our conversations, Frost was never more passionate than when we were discussing ideas—political, philosophical, social, and artistic. I sometimes had trouble keeping up, having to immerse myself in the works of Joseph Campbell, Carl Jung, Annie Besant, Jiddu Krishnamurti, Colin Woodard, and countless others, just to respond meaningfully to his comments.

	No complaints there.
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“Someday I’m Going to Be a Writer”

(Growing Up) 







Mark Frost has television in his blood, you might say. At the time of his birth—on November 25, 1953, in Brooklyn, New York—his father (Warren, who would go on to play a major on-screen role in Twin Peaks, as Will “Doc” Hayward) was floor director on The Philco Television Playhouse, a crown jewel of the so-called Golden Age of live TV drama. Among the fabled writers who passed through Philco’s doors—so, the antecedents to people like Frost, Vince Gilligan, Amy Sherman-Palladino, Joss Whedon, David Simon, and all the other great contemporary TV drama authors—were Paddy Chayefsky, Robert Alan Aurthur, Horton Foote, and Gore Vidal.

	The Frosts never stayed in one place for long; over the next two decades, they’d move to, from, and/or within New York, California, and Minnesota. Like Nick Carraway in The Great Gatsby—“I was within and without”—Mark Frost figured out how to blend in, but, in his own words, “felt like an outsider in almost every instance.”

	Clues to Frost’s thematic preoccupations, strengths, and choices as a writer over the past five decades are sprinkled throughout this deep dive into his early years—a vivid imagination, a flair for storytelling, a strong moral conscience, a distrust of authority, and an acute sense of empathy, especially for the marginalized.

	We begin at the beginning: on November 25, 1953.

***

Mark, let’s start off by talking about what your childhood was like. You were born in Brooklyn because your dad was working in live television at that point, is that right?




My dad was the floor director and later stage manager for Philco Playhouse, so his job was right there in Manhattan. My mother’s family had an apartment on 56th Street, and we lived there for a while, moved out to Brooklyn Heights, and finally to Westbury, Long Island, when I was about two or three. We moved to California in 1958, when live television started to die in New York and most of the industry shifted to the West Coast. That prompted our leaving.




Dad went out six weeks ahead of us. He had a job on a detective show called The Lineup, in the story department. He found a place for us to live, then we flew out, my mom, my brother, Scott, and I, in the summer of ’58, same year the Dodgers moved from Brooklyn to LA. I was already into baseball at that point, and they sold me on the idea of moving by saying, “Well, the Dodgers are going, so we’re going to go too.” That helped me make the transition.




Lindsay, your sister, wasn’t born yet?




Lindsay was not born. She’s nine years younger than I am.




Your dad wasn’t acting or directing at this point? He was working only on the production side?




That was his way in. My dad had grown up in a small town in Vermont, with parents of very modest means, and was looking at life as a carpenter, a blue-collar existence in Essex Junction. He’d been born in Newburyport, Massachusetts. The family moved to the Bronx for a few years and ultimately moved to Vermont. The height of the Depression. His father was just trying to scrape together a living as a traveling salesman, Willy Loman, on the road a lot. Dad’s mother ran a nursery school in the basement of her home for over fifty years, a beloved figure in their little town. She lived to a hundred. They dedicated the children’s section of their library in town to her, and we helped support that later in her life.

I don’t think he was looking forward to a whole lot. The thirties were tough times. When the war broke out, he was about to turn seventeen and tried to find a way to enlist. The Army wouldn’t take him at that age, but he found out the Navy would if you had signed permission from your parents, so he went across the street to the Navy recruiting office. Ended up stationed on a destroyer escort called the USS Borum. The escort was a new class of ship, a scaled-down high-speed destroyer used in U-boat warfare and escorting convoys, so their reputation was as submarine killers. He was a chief petty officer, galley hand, and gunner.




One of their first active deployments was D-Day. The armada that crossed the channel was supposed to be led by a line of minesweepers, but they were short a few, so they threw in some of their escorts. That was how he experienced D-Day, front line of the invasion. They saw one of their sister ships go down about a mile portside when it hit a mine, and they parked two, three miles off Omaha Beach, shelling the Germans for the next week and a half. As the battle moved inland, they ferried the wounded back and forth to Southampton. It was pretty hot, and they saw a lot of action.




He spent the rest of the war patrolling the North Atlantic. After V. E. Day, they were redeployed to the Pacific. They were on their way—they’d almost made it to the Panama Canal—when Truman dropped the bomb on Japan. The war ended, and they came back to Norfolk.




After that, he returned home, took advantage of the G. I. Bill and entered Middlebury College, an hour south of where he’d grown up. He saw a play there and was persuaded to try out for one, The Admirable Crichton, which had been a hit on Broadway, and got cast in a small part. He caught the bug right away and said, “This is what I want to do with my life.”




He met my mom that same year. They were in an acting class together. Love at first sight. They spent summers doing summer stock around New England and upstate New York and got married their junior year. My mom was a budding actress, a very pretty ingénue, so that was going to be their life, and this shared dream ultimately led them to New York. They had both tried out—my mom told me the story this way—for the Royal Academy in London; she was accepted, and he wasn’t, a fateful moment in her career because she didn’t want to go without him, so they stayed in New York. He eventually got his foot in the door behind the camera in live television, but never gave up the idea of acting. When my brother and I came along Mom dropped it and, in the way of the fifties, became the homemaker and not the career woman.




Did your mom have any television credits from her days in New York?




No, she felt one career was going to be all they could support. The uncertainty of the profession had already set in. I don’t remember her working at all until we got to Los Angeles, where she took “civilian” jobs. The first I remember was working the retail counter at Sears Roebuck. She later began a teaching career that became the main focus of her professional life.




They were bohemians in that sense. Theater gypsies. They loved that lifestyle, and it determined the course of their lives. They were perfectly happy being nomadic in their search for work, which led to us moving as often as we did when I was young. But they truly loved the theater. It was the world they wanted to live in and one both would return to later. Dad was doing acting and straight jobs to support us, too, selling real estate to fund that side of his life. I remember at five or six years old seeing him on Perry Mason on television—he did a couple of episodes. The best part he had was in a Debbie Reynolds and Tony Randall vehicle, The Mating Game, playing a harried IRS officer, and that was as close as he got to breaking through. It was a good part, and he was good in it, invited to the premiere and all that.




But for whatever reason, it didn’t happen for him, and when our sister was born, the pressure of providing for a family came into play. So he sold real estate but decided that wasn’t the way he wanted to live his life. In 1965, at forty, he said, “I want to go back to the theater,” so he got a master’s at Occidental College in Pasadena in theater arts. That’s when I first remember actively becoming interested in what he was doing. He was directing and teaching classes, and he’d let me sit in on rehearsals and keep the book for actors. It was a magical world to me. I was fascinated by the set designs he did for the productions he worked on, building sets in miniature. This was a glimpse behind the curtain for me of a compelling culture, of making shows come to life.




You didn’t see any of that during the Philco years?




I have vague memories of walking around backstage, stumbling on all these black lighting and electric cables, seeing cameras and watching people doing things in front of them.




But not meeting Paddy Chayefsky or any of the great television writers who essentially were antecedents for yourself?




Had I been a little bit older, I might have and would remember it, and I had those experiences a few years later, but not in New York. Once we moved to LA, after the cop show my dad was working on didn’t pan out, he got a job at CBS Television City—first in the drapes department, eventually in the story department. By then, I was in first grade, and we were living in Silver Lake, not far from where they were building Dodger Stadium, which I was keenly interested in. We used to check out the progress of Chavez Ravine as it went up. My dad took us to opening day when it opened in 1962 [April 10]. I still have the program from that first game. That was a big deal.




Your dad operated the drapes? So I guess you know where I’m going with this?




They wrangled drapes for all their shows, and when you think of all those game shows and variety shows, that’s a lot of drapes.




Did Nadine’s obsession with drapes in Twin Peaks have anything to do with that?




That wasn’t a conscious factor. But it’s an interesting question.




I heard somewhere that you actually appeared on Art Linkletter’s show yourself, as a kid.




In first grade, I got picked as one of two kids from my school—Elysian Heights Elementary School—to be on Art Linkletter’s House Party. My first personal taste of show business. They sent a car, a limo, to school to pick us up and take us to Television City, where they taped the show—I knew the place because I’d visited Dad at work—and we were escorted to the kids’ dressing room. Linkletter came in. They’d done preinterviews with us, and he double-checked all the answers with us. A really friendly, animated, happy guy who made you feel comfortable, and I felt immediately at home in that environment. I just said, “Yeah, this is kind of cool. We’re going to make a show.”




They led us out and sat us on these high stools, which put us closer to eye level with Linkletter, and we’re hearing things. The curtains were drawn, but you could hear a murmur of the audience, applause occasionally, as the rest of the show was going on. Things were happening, red lights going on, cameras being moved. Then suddenly the curtains parted, and there’s a live studio audience that seemed to me substantial—I was little and this was a big space—and I thought, “Wow, this is amazing.” I felt strangely at ease in that setting. I had a couple of good lines. Because we’d been given the answers beforehand, Art carried little cheat-sheet cue cards in case we messed up. We’d been told we were just going to repeat what we’d gone over in the green room. So Art asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, and I said I wanted to be an astronaut. And he said, “I’m told you know some good jokes.” I said, “I do,” and he said, “Would you like to tell us one?” And I said, “Well, I have one about my pets,” and he said, “What kind of pets?” and I said, “I have some goldfish.” So he asks, “What are their names?” And I said, “Eenie, Meenie, and Miney.” And he said, “Eenie, Meenie, and Miney? What happened to Mo?” And I said, “There ain’t no Mo.”




I got a huge laugh and went, “Oh, I think I like this.” And a few weeks later I was told they wanted me to come back and do the show again. And I said a curious thing. I said, “You know, I didn’t like that they asked us all the questions beforehand.” It felt a little phony to me. One of the kids in our group had frozen and couldn’t talk, he was terrified, and I saw Linkletter kill his mic and cue the kid with the answer, then turn his mic back on. And I just thought, “There’s something weird about this.” So I said, “I don’t think I want to go back.” It was an instinct of, “I don’t want to be a child actor,” I realized later. A good instinct. And so I turned them down.




We had a close family friend—a friend of my grandmother’s—who was the head of casting at Desilu. Her name was Ruth Burch. A legend in the business, and I’d known her ever since we moved to LA. When I was eight, nine, ten, I used to go once a year to stay overnight and visit her. She worked right at Desilu—now Paramount—and she’d take me to work, and I’d go visit the sets of the shows they were doing. On the set of The Andy Griffith Show, I was astonished when I saw the jail, the set where the town drunk, Otis, was always locked up. They’d removed the back wall for a camera angle, and I went, “Otis could have walked right out of here. What kind of cell is this?” The big thrill was meeting Ron Howard, who was working that day. We talked about that years later when I got to know him. That night I watched a taping of The Dick Van Dyke Show. Had dinner beforehand with Ruth and Dick Van Dyke at the commissary, and Rose Marie came over. I have the fondest memories of her. She couldn’t have been nicer to me, in my little blue blazer and tie and short blond buzzcut. The next year Ruth took me and my brother to visit the set of Gilligan’s Island. Decades later, I worked on the same lot, Radford Studios, in Studio City. We were hanging out by the lagoon, wandering around waiting for them to start, and Tina Louise came out of her dressing room in full Ginger makeup and hair, and I was just stunned. I could barely speak.




So you were a Ginger guy instead of Mary Ann?




I liked them both, but Ginger sure made an impact.




I want to backtrack a second. You mentioned about your father during the war being headed to the Pacific Theater when the bomb was dropped. Obviously that brings to mind Twin Peaks—season three, Part 8. Was that something he talked to you about ever?




My dad was, like a lot of World War II vets, very reticent to talk about the war. He’d seen a lot. It wasn’t until much later in life he’d open up about it at all, more to my brother than to me. He told Scott that before he’d met our mom, while on shore leave in London, he’d met an English nurse, and they had a romance. I’m not sure how far it went, but leave ended and they wrote to each other. When he came back to London some weeks later, he learned she’d been killed in the blitz. Her house had been destroyed. Heavy experiences for a kid—eighteen, nineteen, twenty years old. And like most guys who went through these things, he came out of it with what we now think of as PTSD.




Would you describe your childhood as idyllic?




Parts were idyllic. More problematic was the degree to which they moved around, which made it chaotic. Three or four times when I’d just settled into a neighborhood and a group of friends, all of a sudden it was, “OK, pack up the car. We’re moving.” Once after kindergarten, again after first grade, once after fifth, again after eighth grade—that was the move to Minnesota—and then after a year in a Minneapolis suburb, we moved again. So it was hard for me to have any continuity. A couple of preschools, three elementary schools, two middle schools, two high schools. My parents were, like most in that era, more wrapped up in their own lives than they were in their kids.’ Just a different parenting style, and it was a time in their lives they were struggling to find themselves, personally and professionally. They were always struggling financially. I was left to my own devices, trying to figure out life for myself, and developed a strong sense of self-sufficiency. All of which led to an intense and vivid inner life from the start.




We had an old family home—my mother’s family—on a small lake in upstate New York, outside of Troy. So we were there for part of every summer until my midteens. I developed a strong, mystical connection to the place. I felt really at home around that lake, in nature, as kids often do, before your left brain takes over. Fully alive. So that became a foundational counterpoint to the challenges of moving schools and changing friends and baseball teams.




That was your grandmother’s place, right? I interviewed Scott once, and he told me that she and your grandfather had divorced and that she lived in Taborton and he moved to Troy.




Yes, those were my mother’s parents.




Right, the Calhouns.




They divorced in the thirties. My mother’s dad was a prominent obstetrician, Doug Calhoun, for whom Calhoun Memorial Hospital in Twin Peaks was named. The character my dad played in the show, Doc Hayward, was based in large part on him. One of the first doctors who worked with Margaret Sanger in starting Planned Parenthood. He’d been head intern at Bellevue, did a lot of pro bono work in poor neighborhoods, Harlem. Saw a lot of forceps birth, a dangerous and often destructive common practice, and started a program to eradicate it. That got him involved with Sanger pretty early, enlightened about those sorts of issues, forward-thinking. He also delivered me, which was kind of unusual for my generation.




Those summers when you went out to Taborton—




Taborton was where my grandmother lived. The house on the lake had belonged to her parents. An eighteenth-century farmhouse that my mother’s grandfather, Thomas Lawson, an engineering professor at RPI, turned into a ten-room house. He built a windmill to pump water up from the lake; it’s still there, a local landmark. My grandfather Calhoun moved to Troy after they divorced. He had remarried. He loved golf, and he lived near the Troy Country Club. So when we went to see him, we went into town.




You and Scott both talked about your grandmother being a great storyteller. What was that like? Did you used to gather in front of the fireplace?




She was half brilliant raconteur and half bullshit artist, and you never knew which you were going to get. An amazing woman in many ways. She’d been a concert violinist, studied at the Sorbonne in the twenties, and starting in 1933, she was chief administrator of the WPA music program. Big job. She ran that program, and later became a player in upstate Republican politics, Nelson Rockefeller’s campaign manager for Rensselaer County for all of his gubernatorial and presidential runs.




Scott said she also had some interaction with Eleanor Roosevelt.




Through the WPA. That was her connection to Eleanor. She later lived in Paris for a number of years before the war, then worked for the OSS during the war in London as a translator.




With all this moving around that you were doing, did you feel like an outsider or was it easy for you to adapt socially?




There were two levels to it. One, I could always adapt but didn’t necessarily feel at home. I learned how to blend in but felt like an outsider in almost every instance. That led to the beginning of a writer’s consciousness—an observational eye, of watching myself in various situations—which played a big part in why I started writing as early as I did.




When you talk about the development of this inner life, how specifically does that connect to writing?




That was where my inner life found a partner, that self-expression and creativity can nurture you in that way, if you’re open to it. That was the beginning of feeling comfortable in my own skin. When you’re moving around, different schools, trying to fit in, you develop a hyperawareness, always trying to figure out what the system is, what’s the social network, who do I need to know, who I need to avoid. So I felt a keen sense of that, by necessity, really early.




I know you were an athlete as a kid, but were you also very studious? Were you socially active?




Until sixth grade, I didn’t think of myself as particularly smart. I went to school, did what they told me to, and felt like I was doing time in a minimum-security prison. I had one or two teachers I responded to, but the rest were just punching a time clock. So my life outside of school became more important. Friendships with kids in every neighborhood we lived in. The model was Stand by Me [the 1986 Rob Reiner film, adapted from a story by Stephen King]. A group of buddies to hang with. Life was lived outside. You got on your bike and roamed. Rarely seen by your parents. You’d leave in the morning, come home at night for dinner. That’s the way it felt, both on the lake and in those California neighborhoods. Exploring the hills. Riding the tunnels of the LA river. An adventure-based life. We dug forts, played war games, which I was usually organizing. More a leader than a follower, on a small scale.




Then I got interested in stories and reading. I became fascinated by the mechanics of a typewriter when I was five or six. The idea that you could hit a key and letters appeared on a blank piece of paper seemed magical. When I was around eight, I started typing stories from the LA Times, just retyping on my page what I read in the paper, because I loved the feeling of watching the words appear in order, that I could somehow do that on my own. That’s when I first began to feel I wanted to do this.




You started writing at what age?




They have photos of me writing stories when I was five, six, seven. But I didn’t start writing my first novel until eleven.




That old, huh?




[Laughs] I was a slow starter.




Do you remember what it was about?




The whole story. As a result of visiting these TV factories, I had a more focused interest in what a television show was than most kids my age. I knew it was something people made—not something that mystically appeared in a box. Seeing my own dad on the tube brought that home.

After seeing that people did this for a living, I started to closely follow some particular shows. That one that knocked me out was The Man from U.N.C.L.E. I’d seen a couple of early Bonds—From Russia with Love, Goldfinger—but here was this same kind of glamorous figure in our living room every week. I sent away for the Man from U.N.C.L.E. briefcase: a machine gun you could assemble, hidden knife, multiple IDs, U.N.C.L.E. badge. Incredible. So at eleven, I sat down and wrote a completely derivative novel about two agents who worked for the International Council for Peace and Justice. The I.C.P.J. Not as euphonious an acronym as U.N.C.L.E. I still have it—120 pages—in a box somewhere.




Were there other television shows or movies that made an impression on you?




I was a Bonanza fan. We’d bought a color television, and that was the first show I remember watching every week in color. Twilight Zone, hugely influential. The Wild Wild West became a favorite; every Friday we were parked in front of the set for that. For our generation, Batman was a phenomenon. Through our connection with that casting director, we met one of Burt Ward’s [Robin’s] stuntmen. Huge street cred. Get Smart I really keyed into. Early Mel Brooks, absolutely hilarious. The Monkees and Laugh-In were game changers. And I liked a lot of the English imports: The Avengers, The Saint, Secret Agent with Patrick McGoohan. The Fugitive became a big favorite of mine—echoes of that showed up in Twin Peaks—but the one that most inspired me was when CBS ran The Prisoner in the summer of ’68. That effectively blew the top of my head off in terms of what television could aspire to, and stayed with me forever.




I was always a moviegoer—saw my first film at Grauman’s Chinese at the age of five—but Hitchcock was the first filmmaker that really captivated me: North by Northwest, Rear Window, Psycho, Vertigo. I just rewatched Marnie for the first time in decades, and it’s a whole lot better than I’d remembered. A companion piece to Vertigo. His abuse of Tippi Hedren has colored the way that film is perceived, and it was a flop at the time, but Marnie’s a damn good movie.




Just to digress for a minute, on the subject of Hitchcock, I was listening to a podcast you did with Sam Esmail, the creator of Mr. Robot, and you quoted Hitchcock as saying there’s a difference between surprise and suspense. What did he mean by that?




He actually differentiated shock and suspense. The famous example he always used was in Sabotage, about the hunt for terrorist bombers in London. There’s a scene where a boy’s on a bus, and he’s unwittingly got a bomb with him in a satchel—we know it, he doesn’t—and finally, the bomb goes off. Suspense came from us knowing, but not the boy. Shock would’ve been if we hadn’t known it was there and the bomb went off. Good for fifteen seconds, but that’s it. But interestingly, Hitchcock later said he made a mistake by killing the boy after the audience was emotionally invested in him. Although he said there was still great shock when the bomb went off, it killed the suspense because it left the audience so upset. He always favored informed suspense over shock—until Psycho, anyway. That was one of the formative moments in his development as a storyteller—always let the audience be a little ahead of where the characters are, so that you can hook them with that squirming feeling of, “Oh, no, don’t let this happen!” And that in many ways was the key to his career.




What other movies made an impact when you were younger?




The Great Escape, Fail Safe, Seven Days in May made big impressions. David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia and Bridge on the River Kwai, and Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove really landed. Then 2001 flattened me, had an even greater impact on me than The Prisoner did. I actually wrote Kubrick a twenty-page letter. I later read an interview in which he said he never answered fan mail, but he mentioned getting all these letters from young people who said 2001 profoundly changed the way they thought about film and life. I was one of ’em.




As I got into later adolescence: Bonnie and Clyde, Cool Hand Luke, The Wild Bunch, Midnight Cowboy, which really landed, and I later [on The Believers] worked with [Midnight Cowboy director John] Schlesinger. Around that time, sophomore/junior year of high school, I got a job as an usher at The Campus Theatre in Minneapolis, an arthouse cinema on, as the name suggests, the university campus. That became my introduction to Bergman and Buñuel, and Truffaut and Fellini. Seeing Jean Renoir’s The Rules of the Game on the big screen was life changing; I still consider it the greatest film ever made. Costa Gavras’s Z was hugely influential, as was Haskell Wexler’s Medium Cool, realizing film could speak with political force.




Concurrent with this, in high school I started going to the university film club, run by a wonderful guy named Al Milgrom, a dedicated cinephile who took it upon himself to introduce the Golden Age of American film to young people. My first time seeing the Marx Brothers, Buster Keaton, W. C. Fields, Chaplin on a big screen. Sixteen millimeter prints. That was also how I learned about Howard Hawks, John Ford, Frank Capra, that whole generation of American filmmakers.




It’s interesting to hear you talk about The Prisoner and 2001, because something they have in common with Twin Peaks is that they’re not so much about narrative as they are experiential, especially that last episode of The Prisoner. A lot of times people say that with Twin Peaks, Mark Frost brought the narrative coherence to it and David Lynch brought the surrealism, and I think that people just make that assumption. I don’t know whether it’s true or not, but clearly you have an aesthetic appreciation for that sort of surreal approach to filmmaking.




It’s a simplistic way people have of putting ideas in boxes in order to tell themselves, “Oh, so that’s how that works.” Collaboration is always more complex and interwoven than that, and intuitive. It just happened that when we were first working on the show, we had a simpatico way of viewing things. I would say that if you’re looking at the whole range of works I just mentioned, those influences are all part of my bandwidth. The point is they’re just a part of it, the ground out of which my creativity developed. It’s more fertile and comprehensive than people are used to considering when assessing what I’ve done—from immersion in the theater to Billy Wilder to Abel Gance and Maya Deren. That’s a broad reach.




Getting back to your family life, did the Frosts typically all have dinner together, or was your dad usually off working?




During those years, unless Dad had an early curtain or rehearsal, we usually had dinner together.




What was the conversation like around the Frost dinner table?




Two areas. Their world was theater, movies, the arts. That was not only their professional interest; it was their secular religion. So we tended to focus on those subjects. We went to a lot of movies together, watched television together.




Other than that, it was history and politics. My dad had an uncle, his great uncle, who for ten years was Franklin Roosevelt’s personal secretary, and before that, his corresponding secretary and one of his closest associates. His name was Will Hassett—a newspaperman from Vermont. My dad was his favorite nephew.




There’s a great scene in Uncle Will’s memoirs, which he published in 1958—he also worked as Truman’s secretary for eight years after FDR died—when my dad came to visit the White House. He was a young Navy chief on day leave from Norfolk, and he happened to be there the day they were celebrating the eleventh anniversary of FDR’s first inauguration. There was a big gathering in the East Room. My dad arrived, and the man who opened the door for him was the secretary of the Navy from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Dad was seated between Supreme Court Justice William Douglas and a ranking senator. He got to meet FDR, and his eyes were like saucers, Uncle Will wrote. On my mother’s side, her mother ran the WPA Music Program in the thirties. So you can see why my folks were dyed-in-the-wool Roosevelt Democrats.




They were also, not surprisingly, huge Kennedy supporters. His assassination devastated them—hit them very hard, a desolate feeling. He was buried on my tenth birthday—my birthday was canceled—and like everybody else, we were all glued to the TV that week, from Dallas to his burial at Arlington. The assassination of [Lee Harvey] Oswald by [Jack] Ruby, saw it live, the whole thing. Shaped my worldview to this day.




All of that speculation over the lone gunman and all of that, you weren’t obsessed with that when you were young, were you?




That came later. But liberal politics were the center of their worldview, through their own experiences and their connection to Uncle Will. We used to see him once a summer when we went back East. He’d come down for a day to the races in Saratoga. A kind, sweet man, much older at that point, in his eighties. For my twelfth birthday, he gave me a copy of his book, the diary he kept during the war years with FDR [Off the Record with FDR: 1942–1945].




I don’t think of your work necessarily as political, but anyone who follows you on Twitter knows how invested you are in politics.




I think yes and no. I haven’t written a lot that’s overtly political—aside from my movie Storyville, set in the world of New Orleans politics—but I’ve always had an affinity for the genre.




Politics mattered in our house. During the ’64 election, we lived in a very conservative town, La Crescenta, California, north of Glendale. My parents didn’t feel at home in a place with such a high-visibility John Birch Society presence, that had been a hotbed of Ku Klux Klan activity as recently as the thirties. Barry Goldwater was a polarizing figure for them, and Goldwater supporters were all around us. That’s when I first became aware of this great divide in our country. My sympathies have always moved more naturally toward the humanistic, FDR Great Society lens of looking at the world.




In 1967, we moved to Minnesota, where my dad worked toward his PhD in the theater department. At the end of my eighth grade, we drove to Minnesota, which was, of all the moves we made, the most wrenching and disorienting. Minneapolis in ’67 was nothing like the vibrant, multicultural cosmopolitan city it is now. Back then, it was still a frigid, sleepy Midwestern town. We lived for a year in an awful suburb there. If you’ve seen the Coen brothers’ movie A Serious Man, that was my ninth-grade neighborhood. A sterile, lifeless place, and the worst year of my life—our local Target was the cultural apex.




Fortunately, the next year we moved into the inner city. A vibrant, hilly tree-lined neighborhood that straddles the line between Minneapolis and St. Paul called Prospect Park—mostly university people, faculty members and their kids—and for the first time in my life, I felt completely at home. And later that year, tenth grade, I got into a high school intern program at the Guthrie Theater, which set the course of my life. In the next three years, I earned more than half the credits to graduate working at the Guthrie.




This was 1968 to ’69, and that university environment and theater department was a bastion of sanity at a time when the country was coming apart at the seams. Revolutionary politics were a formative part of our daily life, and it made for a wild, tumultuous high school experience. For years, they’d run what was called University High School, for kids from faculty families, the kids in my new neighborhood. Intellectual, liberal, freethinking, but the year I got there, they merged it with a blue-collar city public high school called Marshall.




There’s a little town—you may have heard of it if you’re a Dylan fan, he lived there when he went to the U of M—called Dinkytown, just off campus, where students and faculty hang. This blue-collar high school was on one side of Dinkytown, the building we used for University High classes was on the other, with Dinkytown smack in the middle. “Positively Fourth Street” was about Bob Dylan’s time in this area. He’d lived above a drugstore, on the corner of the main intersection—it still had a soda fountain—which had already become a landmark.




My high school was a mix of fifty percent conservative blue-collar kids, twenty-five percent University High “hippies,” and 400 African American kids they bussed in that year from the north side, another culture superimposed on this one spot. That was a volatile environment, and things did not go smoothly. Constant fights, a knifing, once a kid drove his car through the front doors. Crazy, all of this happening against the backdrop of constant protests at the university campus, a half mile away, about the [Vietnam] war. There were days you could smell the tear gas in the air.




What about religion? Was that a part of your life growing up?




No.




Did you ever go to church?




My mom was raised Presbyterian. Her father was Scottish, two generations removed, and she had a churchgoing impulse. When I was a kid, she began going to Unitarian church, so my brother and I went for a year or two of Sunday school. Dad was a determined, defiant agnostic, which I later figured came from the war; hard for him to buy in after the things he’d seen. I remember him being profoundly offended by the hypocrisy of televangelists—scam artists preaching to raise money, he used to say. And I remember thinking he was right—I had an early instinct for what made a good story—that what I was hearing in Sunday school sounded like a bunch of hooey. So, no, we weren’t religious, but in the back of my mind, maybe through a connection to nature, I sensed I might be inherently spiritual, not at all the same thing.




You mentioned before that you read a lot. Were there books that had a particularly strong influence on you?




For the same reasons—moving around so much, having to make different friends—my constant was books. My parents had a large library but different tastes. I discovered in sixth grade I could actually buy my own books, which I started to do. I got hooked early on the Hardy Boys. A big favorite of mine was The Travels of Jaimie McPheeters, a young-adult novel about a boy who travels out West with his family in the nineteenth century. I was drawn to Civil War stories. I liked big books. Sir Walter Scott and James Fenimore Cooper at eleven. I checked out Ben-Hur at the library and worked my way through that, by Lew Wallace, who’d been a Civil War general. Robert Louis Stevenson, Jack London, H. G. Wells, Jules Verne, Dumas—they all thrilled me.




You asked me if I thought of myself as studious. In fifth grade, they gave us the first standardized test to measure academic standing, and I tested in a way that hadn’t surfaced in class, because I’d never been that interested in what they were teaching. But when we moved after fifth grade, I was placed in an accelerated-learning class, and that made a big difference. I was suddenly with a group of motivated learners, and we had a teacher, Frank Weber, who was kind and caring and loved teaching, and anybody in that class would say he was one of those teachers who held up the light for them. So with Frank Weber’s guidance, my reading took a huge step forward, and I started tackling all sorts of genres. He introduced me to Ray Bradbury, who I inhaled. Robert Heinlein, Ursula K. Le Guin. He also introduced me to journalism and the sports writing of Jim Murray, one of the great columnists of all time, who worked for the LA Times. He opened my mind to a whole other world, and he was the first one I told, “Someday I’m going to be a writer.”




I had a great experience when my last book came out. I was at a wonderful bookstore called Vroman’s in Pasadena, and a guy who worked at the store introduced himself. I hadn’t seen Eric Forrester in fifty years. He was not only one of my sixth-grade classmates, he was the catcher on my baseball team, and we had a really joyful reunion. He’d gone on to a really rich life as a professional musician and teacher at USC, and we talked about Mr. Weber and how much he’d meant to us. Mr. Weber gave me my first copy of The Hobbit, which had just made its way into print in the States, so that opened up a whole new area of fantasy storytelling. I began haunting the library and started a paper route to pay for my paperbacks, and I owe it all to Frank Weber. So Tolkien grabbed me, then Dickens, and as I got into the Guthrie in high school, it was playwrights—Chekhov and Shakespeare, Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams. I tore through all of Steinbeck, Fitzgerald, Hemingway. Thornton Wilder became a favorite, plays and prose, and then newer voices. Kurt Vonnegut and Jerzy Kosinsky, Walker Percy, Saul Bellow, James Baldwin, E. L. Doctorow, Joseph Heller, John Fowles, William Styron, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, John Le Carré, Ian Fleming, Eric Ambler. Truman Capote, particularly In Cold Blood, which united nonfiction with a narrative and novelistic feel. Joyce Carol Oates, Joan Didion. Three brilliant autobiographies by people who’d been in show business have always stayed with me—Clifford Odets, Charlie Chaplin, and Frank Capra.




I know Joseph Campbell is someone you have great admiration for. He once told his students, “When you find a writer who really is saying something to you, read everything that writer has written, and you will get more education and depth of understanding out of that than reading a scrap here and a scrap there and elsewhere.”




I couldn’t agree more. That’s the way to do it.




“Then go to people who influenced that writer, or those who were related to him, and your world builds together in an organic way that is really marvelous.” Who’s that writer for you, if there is one?




Campbell himself, for one. There’ve been so many writers I felt an affinity for and who helped shaped my worldview and feelings about living a creative life. And at various times in your life, different people speak to you. It’s always changing.




I’ve been much more interested in nonfiction of late. Direct, real-life experience, as much as I can learn about human nature. I’m reading a new Napoleon biography, one of Julius Caesar, and another about the history of Rome, learning about what the old world thought of as “greatness.” At what point do these giant figures cross over into becoming a danger to themselves and others? Did the achievements they brought to the world during their time in power last long enough to outweigh the bloodshed it cost? Fascinating subjects to consider.
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