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Threes are key to understanding Todd Haynes’ cinema. As of this writing, his body of work consists of two move-

ments of threes – three shorts, three features. The two movements overlap each other, the final short, Dottie Gets

Spanked (1994), coming in-between Haynes’ first and second features, Poison (1991) and Safe (1995). On the out-

skirts, in the far past, lie Assassins: A Film Concerning Rimbaud (1985) and Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Sto-

ry (1987). In the more recent past is Haynes’ glam-rock feature Velvet Goldmine (1998). Six movies in total, with a

seventh, Far From Heaven (2002), on the way. It’s a smaller output than most of the great directors, but cinema

has never been solely about quantity, and Haynes’ meticulously planned and executed cinema is of such high quali-

ty that each film is worth analysis and consideration.

The overlap in Haynes’ narrative storytelling, between the shorts and features, is akin to the experiences his

movies provide. I can think of no clearer illustration of this than an opening sequence of Poison wherein the char-

acter John Broom (Scott Renderer), imprisoned for homosexual acts, is asked bluntly about the term that suppos-

edly defines him. “Is that written as two words?” a clearly discomfited guard questions as he points to the hand-

scrawled homosexual on the prison admittance form. Look closely and you can see the guard’s finger bisecting the

word into homo sexual. Divided, the two words stand on their own as concrete categories. Joined together it’s a

likewise definable term. Yet there’s the matter of that empty, bottomless space in-between, the gray area that peo-

ple and their natures are subject to, but rarely address. The third category. The ineffable.

Haynes addresses the ineffable. He goes out of his way to make us aware of that bottomless space beneath the cat-

egories, sexual and otherwise. As in Yeats, the center does not hold – Haynes’ stories, his characters, his visual pal-

ette, every single element of his movies coalesce to give a sense of the anarchy loosed within his characters, re-

gardless of the emotional repression they necessarily experience at the dictates of the movies’ structures. The peo-

ple in a Haynes film move less on straight lines than in endless concentric circles, their internal states forever af-

fected by their environments and other external stimuli, for better, for worse.



From Haynes’ movies, in addition to his own writings and interviews given, one gets a sense of a well-educated

man with an imposing vernacular. The academic nature of his conversation comes across doubly so in the structure

of his movies, where characters, dialogue and cultural references, camera movement, etc, comment on the action

as in an essay. One can nearly sense the indentations between paragraphs. It’s a very literary experience, a cinema

where you feel (or read) through the ideas, as opposed to the more commonplace occurrence where viewer passivi-

ty is the order of the day. I must therefore state bluntly that Haynes’ movies are not for everyone. I recall New

York movie critic Armond White dismissing Velvet Goldmine as “a desiccated thesis-film,” and I can’t help but

think that the didactic nature of Haynes’ work, something I personally find tremendously engaging, will turn off

those who believe cinema to be, at its purest level, a wholly visceral experience.

No doubt Haynes’ method comes somewhat from his education at Brown University, where he graduated in 1985

with a Bachelor of the Arts degree in Art and Semiotics. That same year he moved to New York and launched Ap-

paratus Productions whose aim was the support of independent film. Already he had made the first of his shorts,

Assassins: A Film Concerning Rimbaud. The film is not available for rental as far as I’m aware, but I was able to

view it at Haynes’ 1998 American Museum of the Moving Image retrospective. Certainly this is a rough work, am-

ateurish in certain aesthetic and technical respects, yet Haynes’ confidence in his storytelling and subject comes

across so strongly that the shortcomings become part of the charm. Already the academicism is in place. The first

shot is of an actor being made up as Arthur Rimbaud and relating his impressions of the infamous poet. This takes

place in front of a white backdrop with disembodied hands applying the makeup from off-screen. The acknowledg-

ment of artifice helps ease us into the story of the violent love affair between Rimbaud and Paul Verlaine. Haynes

casts both roles with actors of the same youthful appearance, even though Verlaine was quite older than Rimbaud.

Plus Haynes has the actor playing Verlaine wear an obviously fake beard that does little to disguise the adolescent

voice and gait. To an extent, this can be attributed to the usual vagaries of student film production, but it also feels,

for the most part, quite right. As a result, the nature of the Rimbaud/Verlaine relationship becomes adolescent and

vampire-like, each character trying to suck the life, and the art, out of the other. Assassins is also a smorgasbord of

anachronisms – an absinthe bar plays Iggy Pop’s “Nightclubbing,” Rimbaud spray-paints graffiti on walls – so

much so that the essences of the characters take to the fore and subsume any need for realism. Indeed, realism is

not what Haynes is after in any of his movies. The following exchange of dialogue in Velvet Goldmine perhaps ex-

presses one of Haynes’ cinematic beliefs, and also describes the ultimate experience of Assassins, “…we prefer im-

pressions to ideas – brief flights to sustained ones – exceptions to types – situations to subjects – and yourself?”



That last question is important in Haynes’ cinema, for his movies always make us consciously aware of our beliefs,

and then challenge us to rethink them and consider others. Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story does as much

and more, and it’s a shame that it can only be seen through bootleg video, blocked from distribution by Karen Car-

penter’s family. One can understand why, because the film is a distressing examination of public versus private

personas. For the most part, the film is shot with Barbie dolls playing the roles of the ill-fated ‘70s singer and her

family. This is a perfect choice, because the mass influence of Barbie dolls in a young person’s life cannot be de-

nied. They stress an ideal of beauty that, in most subtle ways, engrains itself in a young person’s mind. Haynes is

not criticizing the dolls themselves so much as presenting the ideal beauty that they support and showing how

naïve adherence to such a mindset can drive certain among us on a hellish downward slope. Using a popular enter-

tainer as the central character further imbues the story with tragedy, for it plays on the false innocence that the me-

dia builds up around its celebrities and exposes the humanity beneath. Using the cheeriness of the Carpenters’

songs as juxtaposition, Haynes also relates the confusion of an era – video images of Nixon in office and the Viet-

nam conflict add political resonance, while reflective tracking shots of a suburban neighborhood remind us that

there are stories behind each and every door. Karen’s is merely one in several billion.



In Haynes’ next film, Poison, the theme of threes is most evident. This is a triptych narrative, inspired by writings

of Jean Genet (Miracle of the Rose, Our Lady of the Flowers and Thief’s Journal). The three stories are intercut so

that each comments on the other. The “Hero” segment focuses, in television expose style, on a young boy who

kills his abusive father and flies out the window of his suburban home. The “Horror” segment is a spoof on ‘50s

horror films and their paranoia, wherein scientist Dr. Graves (Larry Maxwell) isolates the sex drive, accidentally

ingests it, and becomes a deformed monster. The “Homo” segment is about the erotic bond between two children

in a borstal and then as men (Scott Renderer and James Lyons) in Fontanel prison several years later. Watching the

film again recently, I was most struck by two things. First, how this film and Haynes’ others often assume the ob-

servant point-of-view of children. We can trace this back to the obviously adolescent Verlaine in Assassins and the

iconic use of Barbie dolls in Superstar, not to mention certain imagery in the later films, from Dottie Gets Spanked

through to Velvet Goldmine. More on this when we discuss the later movies. Second, Poison seems an attempt to

trace the interior psychology of a single homosexual male – represented at different ages and in different time peri-

ods by the main characters in each segment – and how he ultimately succumbs to or transcends how society views

him. “Homo” appears to take place in the far past, where homosexuality is a crime and is relegated to clandestine

practice among older men. “Horror”’s ‘50s setting and its disease plot device calls AIDS to mind and uses that

era’s Cold War paranoia as a metaphor for fear of infection, with the young scientist as McCarthy-esque scapegoat.

And “Hero”’s present day suburban setting shows its child protagonist exhibiting the telltale signs of homosexuali-

ty that the former stories suggest have been handed down over time and formed into erroneous modern mythology.

“Hero” assures of the child’s transcendence of these limiting, mythical categories, whereas the older protagonists

of “Horror” and “Homo” either sacrifice themselves or live out their lives in an inescapable prison, a societal zoo

for undesirables. Ultimately, Poison has revolution running through its blood, and the final image suggests “a child

shall lead them.” To what we may ask, but Haynes wisely leaves that as a question mark absorbed in a fade-to-

white.



Dottie Gets Spanked is Haynes’ final short, and it continues the psychological exploration evident in Poison,

though it is nowhere near as intense as that film. Made for the PBS series TV Families, Dottie tells the story of

Steven Gale (J. Evan Bonifant), a young boy obsessed with Lucille Ball-like sitcom star Dottie Frank (Julie Hal-

ston). What’s most interesting about the short is Haynes’ effortless portrayal of the divide between childhood and

adult impulses. He ably conveys the time it takes for new ideas and behaviors to take hold, simply showing the be-

ginnings of sexual, emotional, and other of life’s choices as they plant their seeds in his protagonist’s mind. One

particularly indelible image: a close-up of the boy’s red shoes, each foot moving to its own beat. It rhymes with the

scene in Poison I described at the outset of this essay – the boy’s feet are separated and their independent, individ-

ual dance calls attention to the space in-between, as if there is a chasm on which both extremes are teetering. The

image treads both optimistic and pessimistic impulses, calling, as it does, upon that mythical movie of childhood,

The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939) while also questioning the power of movies and TV as guiding influ-

ences. How much is too much?



Safe is a masterpiece – if for no other reason than the discomforting feelings of claustrophobia in open space that

its imagery so expertly generates. Its visuals have the sterility of Kubrick. They transform familiar suburban and

natural landscapes into boxed-in prisons. This complements the story of Carol White (Julianne Moore), a house-

wife in 1987 California who becomes allergic to her environment. Her disease baffles everyone – her doctors, her

husband – and she finally goes to the Wrenwood Center, a New Age health retreat, where she hopes to recover. A

childlike viewpoint is evident throughout Safe. Carol’s house is filled with possessions and pictures accumulated

over a lifetime that constantly haunt her with history. Haynes pans over a family picture display at one point, and it

is frightening to see the change in Carol’s expression from early childhood to early adulthood. The smiles of a tod-

dler Carol are juxtaposed with the blank, passive expression of a high school photo, suggesting that this bird has

been trapped for years in a gilded cage, completely unawares. Carol is also stepmother to her husband’s son – a

metaphor of disconnection from the people around her, and nicely played out in a later scene at Wrenwood when

the young son is framed at the far right of the image away from Carol and her husband as if separated by an im-

mense gap. We might call this an illustration of Carol’s loss of innocence, but Haynes doesn’t seem to wholly be-

lieve in the innocence of children. Rather, he suggests there are worlds of difference between adult and child –

each stage has its own rules of conduct and behavior, and yet it is inevitable that the two sides will confront each

other. In Haynes’ work, this is oftentimes a cataclysmic meeting of the minds – from the intentionally mangled

Barbie dolls in Superstar, to the child’s murder of his father in Poison, to Carol’s physical and emotional journey

in Safe. Indeed, Carol appears to regress, over the course of the film, to a childlike state. Sealing herself in a sterile,

white igloo at the end of the film, Carol looks in the mirror, past herself and into the audience, and says, “I love

you.” In this moment she is born again, but at the expense of the physical trappings of humanity. She is now a

child locked in a protective womb, and we regard her both as alien and compatriot. The disease gives Carol identi-

ty, and she passes this onto us, infects us with her own truth. It’s as powerful an image as that which ends

Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), albeit one whose aims are even more ambiguous and unsettling for be-

ing confined to a recognizable, earthly plain.



Following the masterpiece comes the culmination. Velvet Goldmine sums up Haynes’ obsessions with pop culture,

music, child and adult psychology, academic structure, sexuality, threes. Everything is here. Adopting the narrative

structure of Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941), Haynes follows British journalist Arthur Stuart (Christian Bale),

now working for a paper in New York circa 1984 (Orwellian cues abound), as he attempts to discover the current

whereabouts of glam-rock superstar Brian Slade (Jonathan Rhys-Meyers). That’s the ostensible plot, but it is mere-

ly a skeleton on which hangs the true flesh of the story – an abundance of themes, images, ideas that ensure a per-

sonal reaction from each viewer. The film bursts at the seams on more than one occasion because of this overload –

totally appropriate as it parallels the excessiveness of the glam-rock personas and their era. What I personally find

most impressive about Velvet Goldmine is the film’s examination of artists and their gifts. Where, Haynes asks, do

those who create, and their gifts of creation, come from? Likewise, how does an artist adapt to the ever-changing

terrain of society and its viewpoints? Velvet Goldmine reflects on these questions, coming up not with concrete an-

swers, but more purely emotional ones. I think the criticisms of self-indulgence that some have lobbed at the film

might come as a result of its more wild postulations. From the first frame, it posits Oscar Wilde as the original

alien life-force that feeds into glam-rock’s provocative ideas and poses. A green emerald pin (recalling The Wizard

of Oz and childhood mythology yet again) is the emblem of this otherworldly artistry, and it survives through to

the end of the film, saying that art and those who create it will never die, regardless of the ebb and flow of humani-

ty and its tastes. This is perhaps the most optimistic Haynes assessment, and Velvet Goldmine‘s belief in the power

of art makes it a more personal film than many audiences might be willing to accept. Some may also find the inten-

tional revisionist history of the glam-rock story and its participants (David Bowie, Iggy Pop, etc) sacrilegious,

though by this point it should be evident that Haynes is not interested in events as they actually happen. Instead he

focuses on cumulative experience. The emotional, the intellectual, the physical, all coalesce in Velvet Goldmine to

create a feeling of a time and a place. The pieces can be analyzed and dissected, pored over and enjoyed, or wholly

dismissed, but in Velvet Goldmine it is evident that every piece is there for a reason. A true artist is at work here,

and as much as he includes himself in the work he never neglects the viewer (the participator) as an essential ele-

ment of the experience.

What does the future hold for Haynes? As I observed in the introduction, his career appears to move in threes, and

the imminent release of his Sirkian melodrama, Far From Heaven (2002), may very well mark the beginning of a

third movement. Certainly, Haynes’ choice to explicitly reference Sirk in his work, where previously such refer-

encing was in subtext only, is the perfect next step. What will the result be? Confounding and ambiguous? Tran-

scendent and satisfying? Most likely that… and all the ineffable variables in-between.



Filmography
Films directed by Haynes:

Assassins: A Film Concerning Rimbaud (1985) (also writer)

Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story (1987) (also writer, producer)

Poison (1991) (also writer, editor)

Dottie Gets Spanked (1994) (TV) (also writer)

Safe (1995) (also writer)

Velvet Goldmine (1998) (also writer)

Far From Heaven (2002) (also writer)



OTHER CREDITS

He Was Once (1989) Dir: Mary Hestand (producer)

Swoon (1992) Dir: Tom Kalin (actor)

Office Killer (1997) Dir: Cindy Sherman (additional dialogue – uncredited)

Ode (1999) Dir: Kelly Reichardt (poster artist)
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