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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

The Cinema of Todd Haynes: All that Heaven Allows 

By James Morrison (ed.)

London: Wallflower Press, 2007. 13 illustrations, 196 pp. ISBN: 978-1904764779 (hbk). £16.99 
(hbk). 

A Review by Gerald R. Butters, Jr., Aurora University, USA

Todd Haynes is presently one of the most innovative and talented American film directors. His latest 

film, I'm Not There (2007), is a complex meditation on the seminal singer/songwriter Bob Dylan. 

Haynes ingeniously uses six actors, including a young African American actor, Marcus Carl Frankin, 

and Cate Blanchett to "play" the role of Dylan. I'm Not There cemented Haynes's reputation as one 

of the most creative forces at work in contemporary American film. He has managed to curiously 

traverse the fine line between being a mainstream film director and an independent. Almost from the 

release of Haynes's notorious 16 millimeter short Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story (1987), 

Haynes has also been a darling among academics and film critics. His films (and now his oeuvre) 

have more written about them than just about any other working director. While cinematic lions like 

Steven Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorsese have been enshrined in the canon, 

younger filmmakers (such as Quentin Tarantino) have slowly faded out of cinema journals after their 

initial notoriety.

James Morrison has collected an impressive number of essays in the new release The Cinema of 

Todd Haynes: All That Heaven Allows. A recent addition to the Director's Cut series from Wallflower 

Press, Haynes rightly gets his due in this seminal series on important twentieth and twenty-first 

century global film directors. 

Haynes is unique in the sense that he is an unabashed student of film. Like Martin Scorsese, Haynes 

has a remarkable grasp of the totality of film history and grammar. But Haynes transcends even 

Scorsese in his ability to critique cinematic language and theory and incorporate it in his films. This is 

a common theme in a number of the essays in this volume. A graduate from Brown University with a 

degree in semiotics, Haynes uses his educational background to inform much of his work. While 

auteur theory has fallen on hard times in the twenty-first century, Alexandra Juhasz illustrates how 

the political and cultural climate of 1980s New York City greatly informs his work. Anat Pick explains 

how Haynes' background as an abstract painter "keep[s] with melodrama's foregrounding of rich 

color palettes on textual surfaces" (145) (melodrama being the genre Haynes is most associated 

with). But the editor James Morrison perhaps puts it best when explains, "Haynes . . . pursues ideas 

and frames questions in his films

in ways fundamentally influenced by the concerns, assumptions and premises of poststructuralism. 
It is not just that his work is informed by theory, but that each of his projects is conceptually 
determined by crucial theoretical pretexts which condition, in each case, secondary realizations of 
plot, character and overall treatment (132).

Simply put, Haynes is a product of the cultural studies movement which came to fruition in the 

1980s. As a student and emerging director, he was profoundly influenced by the theoretical and 

academic debates swirling around regarding deconstruction, poststructuralism and postmodernism. 

Unlike Tarantino, who has taken pastiche and made it into his modus operandi, Haynes has 

consistently worked as a director who deeply critiques film form and language. His vision of the 

cinematic form incorporates a deep sense of meaning replete with a density of textual analysis, not 

apparent in the work of most living directors.

Haynes was also one of the first openly gay film directors working within contemporary film. His 

queerness is a seminal subject within this volume but only in relationship to his critiques of gender, 

authority and suburbia. Joan Hawkins claims he has "a special queer relation to voice" (29). Sam 

Ishii-Gonzales relates Haynes to Jean Genet in the film Poison (1991). Lucas Hilderbrand argues that 

"Todd Haynes offers richly imagined histories of 6-year-old boys" (42). While homosexuality can be 

an overt theme in his work as in Poison, more often the case, Haynes' queerness allows him to view 

contemporary and past western civilization in a way that is fresh and creative. As with I'm Not 

There, Haynes illustrates the polymorphous ever-changing notion of self and identity, a 

characteristic that queer men and women around the globe are all too familiar with. Jan Davies 

claims, "There are few directors who treat the subject of queer childhood with as much insight and 

imagination as Todd Haynes" (57).

One of the most accomplished features of this collection is the well-rounded treatment of all of 

Haynes's cinematic work including his shorts Assassins: A Film Concerning Rimbaud (1985), 

Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story and Dottie Gets Spanked (1993). Perhaps because it can be 

assumed that shorts don't have much commercial possibility, Haynes illustrates his courageous and 

outrageous ability to provoke and experiment in these three shorts. Joan Hawkins, in a finely written 

essay, considers Haynes tribute to outlaw poet Arthur Rimbaud, Assassins, made while the future 

director was still an undergraduate student. Hawkins places the film within the New Queer Cinema 

movement which was to emerge in the early 1990's, and demonstrates how the short reveals future 

tendencies of Haynes such as the treatment of modern gay literary icons, the mixture of historical 

epochs and genres, and the pastiche treatment of differing artistic styles. John David Rhodes 

compares Superstar to the feature Safe (1995), arguing that the short "might also be read 

allegorically as being about gay experience and the experience of AIDS" (75). James Morrison makes 

a similar observation in his examination of Haynes's treatment of illness in films like Superstar and 

Safe. Dottie Gets Spanked receives significant coverage in this volume due to the film's 

consideration of gay childhood. In a fine essay, Hilderbrand's analysis of popular cultural 

consumption and spectatorship in identity formation for queer children is very important for those 

working in film studies and queer studies.

Haynes' feature films including Poison, Safe, Velvet Goldmine (1998) and Far From Heaven (2002) 

get ample attention in this volume. Far From Heaven is arguably the most written about film by 

academics and cultural critics of this century and new essays in this volume consider the landmark 



film's relationship to repression, film style, Rainer Werner Fassbinder the use of color.

Special attention must be made to Alexandra Juhasz's essay in the volume, the final essay of the 

collection, entitled 'From the Scenes of Queens: Genre, AIDS and Queer Love'. This brave, ingenious 

essay is as experimental as any of Haynes' cinematic works. Coming of age at relatively the same 

time as Haynes and often running in the same circles, Juhasz writes about her own life and her 

relationship to individual Haynes films, illustrating how the culture of the 1980s, 1990s and the new 

century has impacted a formidable number of gay Americans and their supporters, families and 

friends. Comparable to essays in James Baldwin's The Devil Finds Work (The Dial Press, 1976), 

Juhasz illustrates how we all of have personal relationship with cinema, and for many of us, we have 

an intimate relationship with the cinema of Todd Haynes.
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