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Nice Guy Eddie (Chris Penn), Joe Cabot (Lawrence Tierney), Mr White (Harvey Keitel) and Mr Orange (Tim Roth) during Reservoir Dogs’ much analyzed climactic stand-off.





‘If we’ve grown up at the movies we know that good work is continuous not with the academic, respectable tradition, but with the glimpses of something good in trash. . .Trash has given us an appetite for art.’
PAULINE KAEL


Who shot Nice Guy Eddie? If my memory is to be trusted, this was the question on everybody’s lips when Quentin Tarantino’s debut feature Reservoir Dogs was unleashed in late 1992. The movie ends with its diamond-heisting hoods yelling at each other in a warehouse-based Mexican stand-off. Gang boss Joe Cabot (Lawrence Tierney) has his gun pointed at the prone, bleeding Mr Orange (Tim Roth), whom he suspects, correctly, of being a cop. Veteran thief Mr White (Harvey Keitel), who is sure Orange is to be trusted, has his gun on Joe. And Joe’s son Nice Guy Eddie (Chris Penn) has his gun trained on White. Suddenly, triggers are squeezed and the three standing men fall to the ground with gunshot wounds that instantly kill Joe and Eddie. Joe shot Orange. White shot Joe. Eddie shot White. But who shot Eddie?


Reservoir Dogs was a cinematic phenomenon: cool, funny, disturbing, inventive and familiar, with a great cast and a killer soundtrack to boot. It got us all talking, debating, quoting and rewatching like no other movie that year. It was notorious, too, becoming swept up in a fresh moral panic about movie violence. I don’t recall another time in my life when a first-time filmmaker without even a background in commercials, music videos, TV or theatre became an overnight household name.


It hasn’t hurt that Tarantino himself is such a compelling presence: an articulate, bona fide cineaste with towering self-assurance and a combative edge that has seen him come through a cycle of controversies relatively unscarred, despite some undeniable missteps and misjudgements. He was, as writer Peter Biskind put it, ‘our first rock-star director’. Although for a time, he was more than that, even. He was a one-filmmaker genre.


For years, sharp-suited, pop-culture-plundering criminals strutted all over the cinematic landscape, especially in the wake of Tarantino’s masterful second film Pulp Fiction. But there was nothing more exciting than the genuine article, even after he left the crime movie behind in the 20th century and started kicking around in other sandboxes: martial-arts flicks, slasher films, men-on-a-mission adventures and, of course, spaghetti Westerns. Whether lifting directly or nailing a vibe, Tarantino’s films are deeply referential, often to some very trashy and obscure material. But that’s rarely been an obstacle to appreciating them. You don’t need to know of all the ingredients to enjoy the cocktail.
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Nebraska Jim is just one of the many Tarantino-invented movies that appear in his 2019 opus Once Upon A Time. . . In Hollywood. This poster was one of a series created for the film by retired Italian artist Renato Casaro, who’d designed posters in the Sixties and Seventies.





Almost every new Tarantino film feels like an event (the unfortunate exception being 2007’s Grindhouse), and those events are heightened by the wait, usually at least three years between movies. This is the result of Tarantino’s refusal to churn, work for hire or direct someone else’s material (the fortunate exception being 1997’s Elmore Leonard-adapting Jackie Brown). He typically spends years on each of his scripts, scrawling them in longhand and stacking up hundreds of pages, as if he’s working on a novel rather than a screenplay, before cutting it all down into something manageably filmic, but still epic.


This is how, over the past three decades, Tarantino has painstakingly and passionately sculpted his own cinematic universe, with its own in-jokes, fake products, character connections and history, as well as all the stylistic touches and tropes you’d expect of any independently minded filmmaker’s body of work. His cinematic universe even contains its own cinematic universe. After taking off on Zed’s chopper and making it to Knoxville, Pulp Fiction’s Butch and Fabienne might have settled down with some Big Kahuna burgers to watch Kill Bill, before falling asleep to re-runs of Bounty Law starring Once Upon a Time. . . In Hollywood’s Rick Dalton.


However, it is not a universe so complete that every last detail is explained. Tarantino knows that leaving his audience wondering is a great way to engage them. What is in the suitcase that Marsellus Wallace wants back so badly in Pulp Fiction? How did Lieutenant Aldo Raine from Inglourious Basterds get his rope-burn neck scar? Did Once Upon A Time. . . In Hollywood’s Cliff Booth intend to kill his wife on that boat?


It is not the remit of this book to answer all those questions, but rather to explore the universe that raises them, and how it intersects with our own. But before getting stuck in, I will answer the question that started it all. Chris Penn’s blood-spurting squib went off a moment too early, and he instinctively fell to the ground before Keitel had a chance to bring his gun around on Penn, as the script indicated he should. Nice Guy Eddie’s mysterious death was a glitch, then, that Tarantino decided would make a great feature. He liked the mystery of it. He knew it would get people talking.


And he was right.
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As a very hands-on director, Tarantino is always happier at the viewfinder than he is at a monitor, as revealed in these behind-the-scenes shots from 2007’s Death Proof and 2019’s Once Upon A Time. . .In Hollywood.
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Eight-year-old Quentin Zastoupil, not looking a million miles different to the young Butch Coolidge in Pulp Fiction.





Quentin Tarantino can’t remember a time when watching movies wasn’t the ‘number one thing’ in his life. As a child, growing up in the South Bay area of Los Angeles County during the mid-to-late Sixties, young Quentin Jerome Zastoupil (named after his then-stepfather Curt Zastoupil, a musician) would sit for hours close to the TV set, just like the young Butch Coolidge in Pulp Fiction. His favourite film at this time was 1948’s Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. He remembers appreciating the way it blended horror and comedy, so that ‘the scary parts are scary and the funny parts are really funny – two great tastes that taste great together.’ One scene that really impressed the young Quentin was the moment the Monster (Glenn Strange) threw a nurse through a window. Someone just died horribly? In a movie that also makes you laugh!?


But Tarantino’s true cinematic awakening occurred in the silver glow of the big screen. His mother Connie, a healthcare worker originally from Knoxville, Tennessee, figured that rather than hiring a babysitter she and Curt might as well just bring little ‘Quint’ along to the cinema with them. ‘We took him to every movie, regardless of whether it was appropriate, from the time he was three,’ said Connie, who figured there was nothing he would see in a film that could ever truly harm him. But she never anticipated how deeply inspired her boy would be by such exposure to the bold and challenging New Cinema of the late Sixties and early Seventies.


Tarantino’s strongest memory of this time was seeing a double bill of Sam Peckinpah’s 1969 Western bloodbath The Wild Bunch and John Boorman’s 1972 survival thriller Deliverance, when he was 11. ‘It’s one of the greatest nights of movies of my life,’ he said. Though he admitted that Deliverance terrified him. ‘For a while, I didn’t want to go camping. The way people were scared of the beach after Jaws was how I was scared of camping.’
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The Wild Bunch and Deliverance made a memorable night out for the young Tarantino – a double bill of Western bloodletting and survival trauma.





If Connie and Quentin’s shared love for movies formed a bond between mother and son during Tarantino’s early childhood, his obsession became a source of friction during his teenage years. He fixated on becoming an actor, and also wrote screenplays, scribbled on whatever scraps of paper came to hand. One of his earliest was Captain Peachfuzz and the Anchovy Bandit, a pastiche of the Smokey and the Bandit car capers starring Burt Reynolds. Meanwhile, his academic attention deteriorated. Matters came to a head when Connie confronted her son about risible grades and singled out his problematic focus on scriptwriting, telling him his ‘little writing career’ was over. It was something he never forgot or, apparently, forgave. He vowed then to deny her any financial benefit from his success, a promise he claims to have kept.




[image: Illustration]


Quint Asper (Burt Reynolds), a half white, half Comanche blacksmith from TV Western Gunsmoke, inspired Connie Zastoupil to name her son Quentin.





Connie can hardly be blamed. From her perspective, he was lazing around all day, watching TV all night and neglecting his studies. Perhaps she didn’t like the idea of Quentin following in his biological father’s footsteps. Tony Tarantino, whom she’d met while attending high school in California and got pregnant by when she was only 14 (marrying then leaving him four months later), was a wannabe actor. Not that he was an inspiration to his son; Quentin never expressed any interest in meeting his father, and claims to have spurned Tony’s attempts to connect. He only took his surname, he said, because it sounded ‘cool’.


Still, Connie did support her son’s efforts to achieve his dreams. After grounding him all summer for a shoplifting incident, where 15-year-old Quentin had attempted to pocket a copy of Elmore Leonard’s The Switch (the first of the pulp writer’s novels to feature characters who would later appear in Jackie Brown), she allowed him to attend a local theatre group. Here, he immediately landed the lead role, playing a twentysomething man in a production of Two and Two Make Sex. When Quentin turned 17, Connie also reluctantly allowed him to drop out of high school to focus on his acting, on the condition that he find work. He did: as an usher in a Torrance porn cinema called The Pussycat Theatre. It was not a job he enjoyed, but it was at least Hollywood-adjacent.


Tarantino’s path from the outskirts of the US film industry to its thumping heart took in two major milestones: joining an acting class at the James Best Theatre Center in 1981, and then – more famously – the film-geek staff of VHS rental outlet Video Archives in 1985.


Two or three evenings a week, he would make the 30-mile bus journey from Manhattan Beach to Toluca Lake, where the theatre centre was based in a studio above a deli. The school had been established by Best (most famous for playing the sheriff in TV hit The Dukes of Hazzard) two years earlier, and focused on preparing actors specifically for TV and film work. ‘He taught you how to act for the camera,’ said Tarantino. ‘His whole idea was, “You’re in Los Angeles. The way you’re gonna make your living is two or three lines on Quincy”.’ It was while attending the school that Tarantino decided he wanted to direct, too. ‘I loved movies too much to simply appear in them. I wanted the movies to be my movies.’
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Before setting up Tarantino’s acting school, James Best was best known as lawman Roscoe P. Coltrane in The Dukes of Hazzard.





He penned his own scenes for workshops, usually adaptations of scenes from recent movies he’d enjoyed. The most memorable was a spin on John Carpenter’s Assault on Precinct 13, for which Tarantino and his acting-school buddies Craig Hamann and Rick Squery brought some problematic props: a real assault rifle, revolver and pump-action shotgun. ‘That really bothered people,’ recalled Hamann. ‘They got kinda freaked out.’ Hamann was Tarantino’s closest friend at the time, the pair bonding over kung fu movies. As well as partnering up during acting class, they also wrote screenplays together, including one which, in 1984, they started shooting, intending it as their big Hollywood calling card. It was titled My Best Friend’s Birthday.


Around this time, Tarantino formed some other significant friendships. At school, he’d always been the ‘hip’ (his word) outsider. But in his early 20s he finally found his tribe: a group of ‘crazy movie guys’ with whom he could endlessly debate and compare notes.


His love for hanging out in mom-and-pop video stores, searching the racks for new discoveries, had pulled him into the orbit of Video Archives on North Sepulveda Boulevard in Hermosa Beach. Its owner was Lance Lawson, who ‘knew more about movies than any living person I had ever met,’ Tarantino said. Lawson became his movie-geek mentor, generously taking him to rockabilly gigs and theatre performances. He also gave Tarantino a job at the store, which became a defining moment in the future director’s career. It would be much mythologized, positioning his time there as an equivalent of film school, where he would absorb all the influences that resulted in his early features. It was never quite that – Tarantino brought more knowledge than he gained during his time at Video Archives – but it was, for a while, his ideal job. And it was here that he became close friends with fellow employee Roger Avary. A film studies drop-out who shared Tarantino’s and Hamann’s movie-making ambitions, Avary later collaborated with Tarantino on his early film scripts, and in 1987 the pair earned their first crew credit together as production assistants on Maximum Potential, a workout video by Swedish action star Dolph Lundgren. Although that year is more notable for marking the completion of Tarantino’s first movie – or rather, half-movie.




Elvis has entered the building


While Tarantino was working on the scripts that would one day make his name, he also scored his first-ever acting gig. In 1988, when he was 25, his then-manager Catherine Jaymes recommended him to a casting agent friend who was looking for Elvis impersonators for an episode of popular sitcom The Golden Girls. Jaymes pitched Tarantino as ‘Elvis meets Charles Manson’, and he made the cut. In the Season 4 episode ‘Sophia’s Wedding: Part 1’, a mix-up sees Sophia’s nuptials attended by a gang of Elvises in lieu of real guests. At the show’s climax, they perform ‘Hawaiian Wedding Song’, and Tarantino can be spotted emphatically twitching his arms in the back row. He’s the only one who isn’t decked out in Vegas-era duds; instead, he turned up in his own clothes, representing The King’s Sun Records days.





My Best Friend’s Birthday was a shoestring passion project that Tarantino and Hamann toiled over during evenings and weekends between 1984 and 1987, with the help of Avary (who produced) and other friends, including Scott McGill (another Video Archives staffer) and Rand Vossler. Shot on black-and-white 16mm, it had a budget of around $5,000. ‘It was almost like a Martin/Lewis kind of thing,’ said Tarantino, referring to the screwball comedies of Dean Martin and Jerry Lee Lewis. ‘I thought we were making something really special.’


It was certainly something really personal, drawing heavily from both Hamann and Tarantino’s lives and tastes. As well as writing, directing, producing and editing, Tarantino stars as Clarence Pool, an overbearing, Elvis-obsessed DJ who tries to give his best buddy Mickey Burnett (Hamann) a birthday to remember by hiring him a call girl (Crystal Shaw Martell) named Misty Knight, after the Marvel Comics character. But Mickey’s day is memorable for all the wrong reasons. First he discovers his ex-girlfriend (Linda Kaye) has an obnoxious new boyfriend (Rich Turner). Then he is attacked by Misty’s pimp (Al Harrell), who shouts ‘Your ass is grass – and I’m the lawnmower!’ before a slapstick kung fu sequence kicks off. Finally, Clarence falls for Misty during a scene where she reveals she was inspired to become a call girl after seeing Nancy Allen in Brian De Palma’s Dressed to Kill.


The film allowed Hamann to show off his martial arts skills and Tarantino to showcase his love for rockabilly, movies and the sound of his own voice. Meanwhile, several of the film’s elements foreshadow Tarantino’s later works. The call-girl birthday gift device was used to spark the plot of True Romance, while Clarence’s statement that if he ‘had to fuck a guy. . .I’d fuck Elvis,’ is also delivered by True Romance’s main character (Christian Slater) – named Clarence, too. Other names will ring bells for Tarantino fans: Yolanda (Pulp Fiction), Mickey (Natural Born Killers), and a reference to actor Aldo Ray, who inspired the name of Brad Pitt’s Inglourious Basterds character, Lieutenant Aldo Raine.
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Roger Avary, Tarantino’s friend, Video Archives colleague and former collaborator.





There may have been further similarities, but thanks to a lab mishap in 1987, around half of the 70-minute film was destroyed. A story circulated that the lost reels went up in smoke during a fire, but this wasn’t true. Tarantino chose never to deny it, figuring it was a better-sounding reason for the loss of the movie. Also, by the time he’d completed it, he saw that there was in fact nothing ‘special’ about My Best Friend’s Birthday. It was, he later admitted, ‘amateurish’ and ‘kind of embarrassing’.


For a couple of weeks, he was despondent. All that time, effort and passion had been for nothing. But while the film was by no means the calling card he’d hoped it would be, it still had value. ‘Well, of course the stuff I did in the first year sucks,’ he later admitted. ‘I really truly didn’t know what I was doing. I was learning on camera. But the stuff I did in the last year was drastically better. I’d learned now to juggle the coverage, how to pace the scene.’ All the money (both his own and other people’s) he’d spent had not resulted in a film. But he’d taught himself how to make a movie. As he once said in a masterclass at the Cannes Film Festival, ‘trying to make a feature film yourself with no money is the best film school you can do.’ He’d also learned that he never again wanted to scrape together his own budget and make a film on a shoestring. He wanted to write a real script, and get real money to make a real movie.




The return of Video Archives


Tarantino’s appreciation of the Manhattan Beach video store he once worked and virtually lived in has never dimmed. In a great show of nostalgic affection, when the store closed in 1995 he bought all of its stock and effectively recreated it in a room in his home. Yet even this wasn’t enough for Tarantino. He also wanted to revive the spirit of the place. To that end, in July 2022, he started the Video Archives podcast, in which he and his old pal Roger Avary plucked those original video tapes from those original shelves, and based each episode on a great double or triple bill, from Dark Star/Cocaine Cowboys to The Hospital/ Ulzana’s Raid/Steel. The result is probably the closest most of us will ever get to being a store regular, hanging out with Avary and Tarantino during the late Eighties, and listening to them bang on entertainingly about the movies they love.
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Rutger Hauer in Past Midnight. Tarantino received an associate producer credit for the film.





The failure of My Best Friend’s Birthday spurred Tarantino to write True Romance, which he based in part on an 80-page script he and Avary had written titled The Open Road. Tarantino intended to direct it himself, so he then wrote Natural Born Killers to hopefully fund it. But he eventually decided to leave Natural Born Killers in the hands of Vossler, who quit his job in development at MGM to produce and potentially direct the film. Tarantino also received his first paid writing assignment: $1,500 from special effects make-up artist Robert Kurtzman to flesh out a vampire movie concept he wanted to direct, titled From Dusk Till Dawn. This was soon followed by a more lucrative gig, doing a script rewrite for the romantic thriller Past Midnight, which would eventually be released in 1992, starring Rutger Hauer and Natasha Richardson.


By now, Tarantino had the confidence to quit his job at Video Archives and become a full-time filmmaker, despite still struggling financially. However, he hadn’t yet succeeded in getting True Romance off the ground. He knew he had a distinct voice, but recognized that voice was just too commercially risky for a studio or production company to commit. ‘As far as they were concerned, I didn’t know what I was doing because I wasn’t following the format,’ he said. So, in 1990 he gave up on the idea of making True Romance himself, selling it for $30,000, the Writer’s Guild minimum.


But, just as My Best Friend’s Birthday had pushed him forward rather than convincing him to quit, relinquishing True Romance hardly quelled Tarantino’s ambition. ‘Out of frustration,’ he said, ‘I wrote Reservoir Dogs.’
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In late July 1991, Quentin Tarantino sat in a Malibu beach house enjoying a pre-shoot dinner with the producers and cast of his proper directorial debut. Their host was Harvey Keitel, who’d made his name during the Seventies with groundbreaking movies such as Martin Scorsese’s Mean Streets and Taxi Driver, the latter being one of Tarantino’s favourite films. The other guests included Steve Buscemi, Michael Madsen, Chris Penn and British actor Tim Roth. As the guys bantered, Tarantino looked around the table and, in a moment of quiet reflection, realized he could stop worrying about how the following weeks would go. ‘If I don’t have a single solitary idea of how to shoot a given scene, it’ll be dynamic,’ he thought. ‘These guys are so great I could put them in a white shirt up against a white wall and I got a movie!’
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