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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

Donnie Darko

By Geoff King

London: Wallflower Press, 2007. ISBN: 978-1905674510 (pbk). 24 Illustrations, 118 pp. £10.00 
(pbk). 

A Review by Nan McVittie, North Carolina State University, USA

According to the back of each book's cover, Wallflower's 'Cultographies' series aims to provide "a 

comprehensive introduction to those films which have attained the coveted status of a cult classic, 

focusing on their particular appeal, the ways in which they have been conceived, constructed and 

received, and their place in the broader popular cultural landscape". Geoff King's book, the third in 

this series, admirably manages to do just this in its examination of the teen-horror-science-fiction 

hybrid Donnie Darko (Richard Kelly, 2001). In little more than 100 pocket-sized pages, King gives 

an overview of the film's production history, distribution, reception and place currently in popular 

culture, along with thoughtful and interesting analysis of the film itself as a text. Throughout, King 

never loses sight of the series's focus on "cult" status and the question as to what makes Donnie 

Darko a cult film remains central in each aspect that King explores. 

The book is divided into four major sections. Following a brief personal introduction, the first 

section, titled from an anonymous Hollywood executive's description of the film as "an impressive 

failure", details Donnie Darko's production and distribution. In swift prose, King covers the history 

of the film, from its beginnings as the hottest script in Hollywood that no one wanted to take a 

chance on producing to its much-anticipated appearance at the 2001 Sundance Film Festival, where 

it became the hottest picture no one wanted to take a chance on distributing. Darko did eventually 

find a distribution deal and King ends this section with a play-by-play of the film's disastrous initial 

theatrical run in the autumn of 2001. In doing so, King outlines how the same series of missteps 

that may have doomed the film to mainstream failure simultaneously began to prime it for cult 

success. 

The second section of the book, 'Afterlife,' details this cult success, beginning with its midnight 

moviehouse embrace toward the tail end of its North American release and its far more positive 

reception, following this, in the United Kingdom. King traces the more skillful marketing of the film 

during this period and, most importantly, the crucial role that material produced outside of the film's 

text (such as the 'Philosophy of Time Travel' pieces Kelly produced and included on the Donnie 

Darko website) played in the development of the film's cult appeal. On the latter, King writes: "The 

creation of this background information proved to be a canny move on Kelly's part, creating a focal 

point for interpretive speculation about the film and providing a significant and marketable 'extra' for 

the DVD release and subsequent director's cut" (24). King clarifies this connection further: "Web-

based discussion and the geographically very limited availability of Donnie Darko in cinemas 

(midnight screenings or otherwise) can be assumed to have played a considerable role in the 

creation of demand for the video/DVD release, which proved highly successful" (25). 

The remainder of this section details that success and, in doing so, King performs the task of 

differentiating the three versions of the film's narrative that viewers soon had access to: the original 

theatrical version, the DVD release (with substantial ambiguity-erasing commentary by director 

Kelly) and the later 'Director's Cut'. The establishment of the different interpretive possibilities each 

of these versions of the film offers is crucial for the section of King's book which follows, which deals 

with textual analysis of the film.

This third section, 'Reading Donnie Darko,' is the longest and most difficult to pull off in the book. It 

is also where King is at his most impressive. Working on a topic-by-topic basis, he analyzes the film 

from a number of approaches. The first of these, for instance, approaches Donnie Darko with a 

focus on genre issues and the idea of "modality", and later approaches focus on narrative, 

intertextuality or politics, among other ideas. In each, King produces insightful and substantial 

analysis, informed by the work of previous cult scholars (Matt Hills and J.P. Telotte are most 

frequently cited). King is almost scientific in this manner, dissecting the film and fitting each piece 

into an equation that always results in "cult appeal". 

One example of this can be seen following King's analysis of the role religion plays in the text. He 

writes: 

Donnie Darko itself appears to be agnostic, tending to edge toward, and then back away from, the 
potential religious implications underlying the plot. The result is that the viewer can choose whether 
or not to understand the film in an explicitly religious context. This is a useful strategy given the 
potential for an overtly religious dimension to be off-putting to many of those likely to be attracted 
to the film on the basis of qualities such as its generic and/or more broadly independent or cult 
status, especially in light of the negative qualities associated with its representations of Christian 
fundamentalism. (91)

What is most impressive beyond this economic yet comprehensive and focused approach is that 

King manages to consider in each case all three versions of the film that may be viewed and to do 

so with clarity. In the following passage, he traces the significance of a single intertextual detail 

across the various versions:

Many hints of the bigger picture are given in the original version, including the use of some of the 
intertextual references mentioned above, but these are often far from easy to pick up, especially on 
a first or single viewing. When what will prove to be Frank's car is seen speeding towards the 
climactic scene outside Roberta Sparrow's house, for example, Donnie is asked by his assailant, 
Seth (Alex Greenwald), if he called the cops. 'It's a dea ex machina," replies Donnie. In the director's 
cut, this echoes the term used by Pomeroy in relation to Watership Down and is a major clue. It is 
not easy to hear, however, even if the viewer is sufficiently alert to have made the connection, 
Donnie's voice being constrained as he is pinned to the ground with a knife to his throat. Not even 
Seth, in close proximity, catches what he says, and it considerably less likely to be picked up in the 
original version in which no prior reference to the term has been made. 'Our savior,' adds Donnie. 
This makes perfect sense to the viewer equipped with all the background, but otherwise is likely to 
seem oddly disjunctive… (70) 



The final section of the book, 'Placing Donnie Darko', draws on each of the prior sections but shifts 

the focus to the film's place in popular culture as a cult film. King revisits briefly how the film 

satisfies (or problematizes) textual and extra-textual qualifications for the "cult" label. Using Bruce 

Kawin's terms of the "inadvertent" cult film and the "programmatic" cult film, King works shows that 

Donnie Darko, while holding elements that might partially fit it under each of these terms, does not 

fit wholly into either. Rather, it exists somewhere in the middle as an intentionally cult-friendly film 

that also builds intentionally on generic and other elements associated with mainstream Hollywood 

filmmaking, fulfilling a contemporary definition of a "instant cult classic".

King's book is a concise but insightful primer on Donnie Darko that would be a useful place to start 

for anyone looking to teach the film or simply to understand more about it and its phenomenon. It 

provides a valuable untangling of a complicated and ambiguous film while also sorting out many of 

the extra-filmic materials and factors that are crucial to its reputation and reading. For those 

interested to learning about cult film, particularly that of the modern variety, as well constructive 

ways to approach cult film from a scholarly perspective, Geoff King's book would act as an excellent 

case study. 
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