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The future “king of the box office” in 2000


Chapter 1
Why Is the Big Man So Huge?


V in Diesel is huge. Seemingly from nowhere, the man with the body of a giant and the voice to match has gone from a struggling actor to an Atlas carrying the future of American action film on his massive shoulders. He’s king of the box office: his xXx knocked Mel Gibson from the top of the sales charts with a $44.5 million box-office jackpot in just its first three days of release. He’s king of the newsstand: his Mount Rushmore—like head sneers, smiles, and scowls from the covers of magazines from GQ to Savoy. And he’s king of the Internet, with fan pages blossoming every day, everywhere, and his name rapidly surpassing those of today’s hottest film stars and models as the most searched on the web. But what accounts for the phenomenon that is Vin Diesel?

Timing Is Everything

Hollywood was starved for action heroes. The box office behemoths of yesteryear—Schwarzenegger and Stallone—are a touch past their prime. The martial artists who used to pick up the slack—Norris, Seagal, Van Damme—have faded from view. The few consistently persuasive movie tough guys—actors like Clint Eastwood and Sean Connery—aren’t in their thirties … they were born in the ’30s. Mel Gibson, Harrison Ford, and Russell Crowe chase Oscars in dramatic roles. Ben Affleck is more pretty than tough. Keanu Reeves would probably lose a fair fight with Carrie-Anne Moss. Rob Cohen, who directed Vin in xXx and The Fast and the Furious, tried to explain Vin’s appeal to the Toronto Sun’s Bruce Kirkland: “In the past, action men have basically been killing machines who can make a joke. Vinny, on the other hand, has the courage to be overwhelmed and uncertain and sometimes to be almost nakedly needy.”

What Makes Vin a Hero for the New Millennium?

Though Vin is continually compared to Stallone and Schwarzenegger, Bruce Willis is the action hero he most closely resembles (and it’s more than scalp-deep). Like Willis, Vin has a certain postmodern sensibility; he’s in on the joke. His action heroes treat every situation they’re placed in with appropriate seriousness, yet Vin also seems liable at any second to look right into the camera, smirk, and ask, “Did you guys get a load of that one?”

As Salon put it, “In a way, he’s the perfect twenty-first-century hero: a bad guy who’s really a good guy, who isn’t necessarily Wittgenstein but is certainly smarter than he looks.”
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Vin in his downtown-NYC stomping ground, 2002

So what is it exactly that guides Vin in his choice of these kinds of characters? What is the “new thing” that he brings to the table? Vin told Zap2it.com, “My characters start as underdogs … and allow the audience to become heroic with the character.” Or as xXx director Rob Cohen put it, “In the case of Vinny, he’s a true antihero. He’s an anti-establishment, anti-authoritarian badass.” Okay, but is that so novel? Haven’t we seen that before in heroes ranging from Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry to Wesley Snipes’s Blade? No, because these classic anti-heroes were essentially idealists, resisting chaos, fighting to maintain some kind of order in a world that had lost its balance. But for Vin’s Xander, order and balance themselves are the enemy. Chaos isn’t bad, it’s fun. As Xander himself says, “If you send someone to save the world, make sure they like it the way it is.”

One Race … What Race?

With his olive skin, full lips, and indeterminate nose, no one (except his mother) has any idea what ethnicity Vin Diesel actually is, and he likes it that way. Though rumored to be of African and Italian heritage, Vin refuses to get specific. He’s named his production company One Race and describes himself only as “multicultural.” He told Time magazine, “I support the idea of being multicultural primarily for all the invisible kids, the ones who don’t fit into one ethnic category and then find themselves lost in some limbo.”

A One Race staff member has said that Vin is Irish, Italian, German, Dominican, Mexican, and a lot of other things. In 1999, at a party at New York City’s Joe’s Pub, he was seen sporting a large Star of David tattoo. When asked if he was Jewish, he replied, “For now.”

“I like that I’m multicultural, I embrace my racial ambiguity,” he says. “I love to empower people. I love sending the message you can create your dream, you can do whatever you want to do.” Ben Younger, Vin’s director in Boiler Room, has proposed that people make Vin into whatever they want him to be, and that is one of the primary reasons for his popularity. As Vin told the paper UniverCity when they asked what he considered himself ethnically, “If you just want a white, black, Latin answer … it’s definitely not that simple … I will probably be one of a few actors that defies all barriers—at least, I hope I do. So far I have played all types of roles and ethnicities. Whereas that ambiguity might have been a curse to me earlier in my life, it’s actually a blessing now.”

In an interview with the Associated Press, Vin employed an interesting political metaphor to try to explain his philosophy: “I like to go into roles without being, y’know, Monica Lewinsky. Imagine Monica Lewinsky or President Clinton trying to do a film. I’m just saying that I do a better job if I’m only accepted as the role that I’m playing.”
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Vin, sporting a Star of David tattoo, in a scene from Knockaround Guys, 2002
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At the premiere of the film Tigerland, 2000

What People Are Saying About Vin’s Voice

“A gravelly baritone.”

—Mark Salisbury,  Premiere

“A sultry basso profundo.”

—Gil Robertson, Savoy

“A laughing street rumble with a slightly acrid, burned-onion edge.”

—David Denby, The New Yorker

“A computer-generated version of James Earl Jones.”

—Jamie Allen, CNN Interactive

“Both raspily deep and almost femininely delicate.”

—Bob Strauss, Associated Press

“Guttural.”

— AskMen

“The voice of the devil.”

—Rob Cohen

“Sounds like he chews glass and swallows.”

— Rolling Stone

“A voice that would even irritate Barry White.”

— Niewe Revu

“So deep only Bea Arthur can imitate it.”

—Jess Cagle, Time

“So low, it’s a wonder it doesn’t set off car alarms.”

—Benjamin Svetkey, Entertainment Weekly

That Voice

Let’s face it, this book probably wouldn’t be in your hands if Vin Diesel sounded like Rosie Perez. Nine years as a bouncer taught him how to let words land, how to face down an angry mob that outnumbered him twenty to one, and how to let them know in no uncertain terms, “You are not getting in tonight.” A barrel chest that displaces more air than a locomotive powers the imperious rasp.

The Brain

“He’s smart,” Asia Argento, his xXx love interest, unambiguously asserted to People, dashing the hopes of guys everywhere who’d hoped there was at least one category in which they had Vin Diesel beat. During filming, Argento recalled, Vin “explained the scene and what my character was thinking. There was a director quality there.” In an interview with IGN.com, Argento admitted to being surprised by more than his intelligence. “He’s a very down-to-earth person, very giving. I have never worked with an actor who is so not self-centered and so ready to help.”

There is no question that having Vin Diesel on the set keeps directors on their toes. Listen to his commentary on the Pitch Black DVD: Vin constantly assesses shots, lenses, lighting, and performances, voicing his opinions with the same authority that he brings to his screen dialogue. Any director not at the top of his game would be blown away. On the other hand, like-minded directors such as xXx’s Rob Cohen and Pitch Black’s David Twohy say that Vin’s demanding intelligence elevates their own performances and results in better films.

Vin Diesel knows how to use his head. In fact, Vin spreading axle grease all over it is one of the most arresting images in Pitch Black. Is he camouflaging it from alien eyes? Masking it from their sonar? No … he’s shaving it! Vin has, in one stroke, raised the bar for movie tough guys (would Rambo trim his stubble with axle grease and a metal shard?) and overshadowed a multimillion dollar special effects budget with nothing more than his personal grooming habits.

What People Are Saying About Vin’s Head

“Shiny pate.”

— People

“Bulging.”

— AskMen

“Aerodynamically correct.”

— Salon

“Bedpan headed.”

—Lisa Schwarzbaum, Entertainment Weekly

“I’m actually getting kind of thin in some areas.”

—Vin, in People
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New York City, 2002

The Brawn

Ah, the Kryptonics. That’s Vin’s nickname (taken from a brand of skateboard wheel) for those tree-trunk biceps he so often bares on screen. Vin’s finely sculpted 225-pound frame has helped him muscle past the other contenders for the action movie throne, but he’s careful to keep his shirt on long enough to avoid the Conan the Barbarian trap. He wants the freedom enjoyed by stars like Mel Gibson, whom audiences accept in both dramatic and action roles. Sorry, fans, that means the Kryptonics will stay in their holsters at least part of the time.
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