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Abstract -

This &issertation examines the work of contemporary director Quentin Tarantino in lighf of the
concépt of pastiche. After be'ginnirig with an outline of recent scholarship on sttmodern :

| pastiche, an analysis of vcritici‘sms of Tarantino’s use of pastiche in Both Reservoir Dogs and Pulp
Fiction will provide a refereqce point for engaging lwi‘t’h his later use of the mode. Rlchard Dyer
and’ Inggborg ‘Ho.esterey’s épncept that pastiche can »facilitate;’a’l critical poténtial i'nvcinema ,will be
priyileged. Accusations of mistreatment and nontreatment of femalgs, and of prioriﬁzing a w_hitg
'mzuiscul‘ing cool nostalgia for performative cool black‘masculinity will be chailcngcd by Jackie
Brown and Death Proof. A textual breakdown of both films showcases Tarantino’s proposed re-
contextﬁélizétion of géhdef in re gard to genre. Through 2 groundmg of histdfy the use of
inaéiiéhe ‘Afiows Tasanting to comment on the nétu:ré of n'o‘stélegia‘l and what this cantell us about
Oﬁf relétion to history. The purpose of this analysis is to assess both the films’ e#ploration of
cultural memory in relation to film histpry, and to document how Tarantino reframes his own

conventions for screening both gender and race. - N

Death Proof, gehder, history, Jackie Brown, masculinity, memory, pastiche, postmodern, Pulp

Fiction, nostalgia, race, Reservoir Dogs, Quentin Tarantino
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- Introduction

In avh‘ighly promoted epi‘sode éof vli'\TBC’vs’ C‘omrﬁunity (“Critical Fllrn Studies’:’:,
03/24/1 1) (J eff (joef McHale)‘ plans a Pu&)F iction-themed surpﬁse birthclay partv for
Abed (Danny Pudl) J eff is drsappomted however when Abed announces that he no
longer cares for pop culture Instead Abed suggests that he and Jeff have a real
conversatlon” Jeff drsplays h1s contempt for serious conversmg, wh11e 1nadvertently
| reveallng hlS own 1nsecur1t1es about not belng hked As he contmues to grow
comfortable w1th the openness, a'walter reveals that that the dlnner is meant to be are-
enactment of My Dmner wzth Ana’re (Louls Malle 1981) J eff is annoyed by the
’deceptlon, but he changes h1s tone when Abel assures him the intention was to bring the
pair closer together. ‘In a final voiceover, Jeff states, “I doubt I’ll ever forget my Dfnner
with Andre dinner with Abed'”.f “Critical Film Studies”—’while not the full-on Pulp
Fiction homage that NBC promoted—provides an insightful take on the critical potentiaf.
of pastiche. Abed does not really want to have a serious convers\zttion; he merelv L
performs a versidn of what he thinks an actual conversation should be. He explains that
he and Jeff have been tirifting apart, and he suspects it has to-do with Jeff maturing and |
not always wanting to talk about pop culture references. . By imitating the plot of My
Dinner with Andre, Abed is able to access Jeff in a way that allows him to connect with
hi_s friend. Though the conversation may be based upon artifice, the intention is sincere.
Abed genuinely" w_ants to show Jeff how important their friendship is to him;' and this is
the .only way. he knows how to do 5. ‘Tom VanDerWerff; in A.V. Club, writes that .
“Critical Film Studies” is “an elaborate film homage, yes, but it’s also one of the most

humane things the show has ever done, a half hour of TV about what it means to be a



good friend” (Web). Community relies heavily on its use of meta4humour and pop -

cultural references, but not all critics have celebrated this strategy. As Matt Zoller Seitz
proclaimed in Salon, shows like Commum'ty may have “a lack of durability” .(Web).

Seltz suggests that as trrne goes on, future generatlons wlll probably not get” these |
references, however he misses the p01nt that you do not necessarrly need to “get” the
references for pastlche to /have V1ta11ty and resonance. I would be hard pressed to beheve
that the average twenty somethlng fan of Commumty has seen or even heard of My

| Dznaer wzth Andre, yet the eprsode succeeds because all you need to understand is what
Abel is domg Havrng a detarled knowledge of Dmner mlght enhance enjoyment for

some viewers, but itis certamly not necessary.

-~ Using Pulp Fiction as a backdrop for “Critical Film Studies;? was both a}clever R
promotional strategy and an interesting comment an the allure of Tarantino’s film. Many
expected a full blown homage‘to the iconlc film, and the website ScreerzCrave' devoted an

entire article td guessing how the homage might play out (Clark, llVeb). Aside from the
cast dressing as characters from the film and a subplot devoted to the abstract appeal of
Pulp Fiction’s briefcase, the episode fails to imitate either'the narrative or the energetic
Astyle of the ﬁlrn. By frarning the pastiche around My Dtnnar with Andre and not Pulp
Fiction, the Show seems to‘be positioning Tarantino’sﬁlm as representati\re of a less
serrous approach to referencmg pop culture Abel feels he needs to dlsconnect himself .
from h1s apprecratron of Pulp m order for J eff to believe that he is capable ofa real
conversat1on In other words Pulp ‘F zcrzon is enjoyable because 1t never takes anythmg :

too ser1ously. Critics of Tarantino’s postmodern pastiche have long rallled behind a



similar assertion, and this thesis will explore ways that Tarantino attempts to challenge

such accusations in Jackie. Brown (1997) and Death Proof 2007).

L1ke hlm or not there is no denylng that Tarantlno has made ahuge 1mpressron in
cinema. ‘A film by Quentm Tarantmo is a credit that carries the werght of both success
and contempt He has;been a ﬁxture 1n the Amerrcan 1ndependent scene since hrs
breakthrough ﬁlm Reservozr Dogs (1 992), and hlS work has had a polarlzrng effect on |
both audlences and crltlcs Adolescent boys and young adult males are the demographrc
normally assoc1ated with Tarantmo as his ﬁlrns are often consrdered to be cool in their
style of maleness” (Fraiman xi). Their coolness stems from an addiction to fan-boy film
: knowledge that 1nvolves a de51re for tradltronally mascuhne ﬁlm .genres useof -
v1olence-based sensatlon Tarantrno isa d1rector who is a fan ﬁrst and forernost HlS
Horatro Alger-hke ascent from d1e hard fan to powerhouse director, producer and actor :
is well documented Hrs ﬁlms showcase graph1c brutahty, snappy dlalogue and v1brant
musrc that are always connected through his pastlche of past ﬁlms | He uses multlple

allusmns and an unpredrctable management of genre conventlons to shape his. narratlves '

to what he consrders to be contemporary tastes and desires.

I myself have been fascinated with Tarantino since I began taking film seriously.
'In‘my opinion he is one of the rnost interesting American ﬁlmmakersm the :bus.in'ess"as
hlS work Whlle polanzrng, has grown out of 1ndependent clnema and now appeals toa
mass audlence Young males may be the largest demograph1c of the Tarantlno fan base,
but hrs ﬁlrns seem to reach out to a wide vanety of groups. What 1n1t1ally drew me to his
work was. not his dialogue or ‘his' oyer4the¥‘top'violence 'j(though I do‘ at times enj oy' both)

rather it was his passion not ju‘st for earlier 4ﬁlms, but for his love of all things cinema.



‘When I first Watched Grindhouse (2007), 1. appreciated that Tarantino and Rodriguez
were trying to re-capture the look aItd feel of a grindhouse double bill. I'also thoroughly
enjoyed what Tarantino was trying to do with Death Proof. .1 remember arguing with my
friends over which se gtnent I would watch again. They pronbunced their admiration for
Planet Térror,' while I thought it was a slightly entertaining one note film. With Death
Proof; 1 had fun sifting through the different exploitation genres ahd the seentingly
endless boﬁté of dialogue. I tried to explai'ri_‘mys’elt} but I could not figure out how to
articulate my fondness for the film. Tlte struggle thus Carried over into myJMaster’s
thesis, and now, with the hindsight of thxee comblete overhauls, a back and forth relation
to my own analysis, and many sleepless nights, I can say Without doubt thatI admire the
,ar’nbitiyon of Deoth Proof. j’fhesame eéltt be sa1d at)oot» my»_ﬂr‘elationv to Ja»ckine‘ Brown At |
:ﬁrst? Ionly wanted to study ’D‘eat’h‘ Pfooﬁ bot as Ivvy\cokrttinqel(i’tolleamfmol‘"e abbmtt-I"‘an.l |
)’Grier }and’ Robett Eotetet’ s st_ardem, I began to appreeiate the compiexity of Tarantitto’s
undervalued third film. Inno way do ‘I see eithe.r title asa tttééterﬁl t’vork, ’but I do

| ,believe that botlt offer a tlniqlte pertrayai of i)ostmod‘em p_est_iehe that_aime for Vjtelity :

and a critical relationship to the past.

Film history is a central preoccupation for Tarantino. For any artist, a fascination
with histor§; is always connected to memory. Memory establishes life’s continuity as it
provides meaning to the present. Tarantino has made it clear ininterviewé and in hie
films that he grew up worshipping cinema. His status as a einephile has never been in

‘question. After Pulp F iotion, Tarantino’s celebrity became fully aligned with his
| cinephilia, and fans embraced what they saw as an encyclopaedic knowledge of ﬁlm

history. In 1997, Tarantino further added to this image when he began the semi-annual



Quentin Tarantino ‘Film Festival in Austin Texas (QT fest for short). During the festival
he screens prints from his own collection and introduces fans to his favourite cult films.
He wants to keep the memory of these titles alive, as many of the prints are rare, and a lot
of the films are not Well-known amongst today s younger audlences His status as a star -
auteur also affects the promotlon of his own films. When anew Tarantlno film comes
out it there isa pre estabhshed fan base. F ans may not know what is gomg to happen in-

the film, but they know Tarantino’s cmeph111a W111 be represented somehovy. His

~ cinephilic pastiche is his calling card, and it is tied to his own memories of being

entertained at the movies.

Before postmodernism, the past often signified the good old vdays'.‘ Tarantino :
imitates pop culture from the 1970s to suggest that maybe we do not remember the era as
accurately as we think. He presents what he remembers from exploitation and genre
ﬁlmmaking to create nostalgia' for nostalgia. In pryioritizingt_he memory of low_ brow
cinema, he is suggesting that history has oyerlooked these_important cultural, artifacts. |
HIS ﬁlms offer the 1deal recovery operation, redeeming a past for those that hved 1t but
that also m1ssed it (W1111s l97) The populanty of hlS films suggests that in some ways
h15 redemptlon of forgotten or mlsremembered work says a lot about our own relatlonshlp
to the past The spec1ﬁ01ty of his recovery operatron also exposes the 11m1ts of hlS
pastlche. In _,“;CT}HCEII Film Studles”, Abed distances h1mse_lf from Pulp Fi iction because
he wants to. shovy that he is capable of Ia mature thoughtful engagement; He imitates a
conversatlon from My Dznner with Al;tdre because the ﬁlm is stra1ghtforward and focused

and thus in contrast to the SpOI‘adIC adrenaline fuelled world of Pulp Fiction. Tarantino

! An example would be Hammerhead (Dawd Mlller 1968) WhICh was shown atthe QT Quattro ||ne upin
2000, : ‘



does redeem the past, but it is a select past. He exposes missed artifacts of culture, yet his
process is circumscribed by his own attachment to the history of exploitation and genre

films. ©

In my argument I propose that both Jackie Brown and Death Proof represent more
than Just a S1mp1e redemptron of the past. Twill argue that through a groundmg of
hlstory, they exhlblt a critical potential in their pastiche that both Reservoir Dogs and
Pulp Fiction lack. ‘While Tarantino is still referencing his own connection to 1970s pop -
culture, he troubles the notion of an idealiaed'past much more effectively than he does in
his first two works.  His focus is on the use of gender in connection to genre, and in both
Jackie Brown and Death Proof, .he places past filmmaking in dialogue with the present to
posit \yhether or not we can ever know that past other than through its textualised - -

remains. '

" [ am not eommenting on Kill Bill (2003, 2004), as Taranti_no states it is his one

. film that is meant to be entirely disconnected from the real world.2 Kill Bill is meant to

be pure senseless fun, and my argument is concerned with the Tarantmo films that stnve
to be both ﬁm and a re-evaluatron of our connectlon to the past I have not devoted a
chapter to Inglourzous Basterds (2009) either. Basterds d1ffers in plot from Jackze Brown
and Death Proof'by makmg a dissimilar connection to hlstory, as 1t is Tarantmo s ﬁrst |
ﬁlm to:be“set 1n the past’ | Bdstérds 1s a work of historical fiction that is coneerned‘ with’
how Hollywood has portrayed the Second World War. Pastlche is used ina cr1t1ca1

manner but ina drfferent way than the ﬁlms [ am wrltlng on. Basterds deals spec1ﬁeally

2 “kifl Bill is the film I've made that takes places in the Movie World. This is me imagining what would
happen if that world really existed, and | could take a film crew in there and make a Quentin Tarantino -
movie about those characters” (as cited in Charyn, 168- 169)



’

with history as depicted through film, while Jackie Brown and Death Proof work to
explore our cultural memory 6f film histc)ry. Also, although Basterds has a female .f Ly
protagonis"c (Mélanie Laurent), issues of gender are not fore- groﬁnded like they are in his
other _work’s.-‘,I havea howcygy, devoted a'brie.f discussion of Basterds to my congl_usion,
as [ suggest itsv“pllacl:.e in Taraﬁfinq’s oeu?re marks yet anothér cxaméle of the criticalw |

potential of pastiche.

Before I move into a close analysis of both Jackie Brown and Death'Proof, I have

dedicated a chapter to the theoretical angles that have been taken in regard to cinematic

pastiche. Frederic Jameson’s critique of postmodern pastiche is discussed alongside the
prominent theorists who have directly challenged his criticism. Ingeborg Hoesterey, -+ -
Linda Hutcheon’s, and Richard Dyer’s work on pastiche will instead be used to explore

the critical potential of the mode. All three critics support pastiche as a potential tool for

~ creating emotion and progressing our understanding of our relation to the past. A brief

analysis of Todd Haynes’ film, Far From Heaven (2002) will serv\é as testimony to these

claims, iand will set up a comparative examina,‘;ion of Haynes’, use of pastiche versus tha}t‘
of Ta;jglntino in his early worki. Th¢ seconci half of the chapte; will theg summarisg and.
e;(ialore the priticisfh_ posed by Susan Fraﬁnan ’and S_hargn Wllhs in ’rkegard to tl}e .' |
Taranting aesthetic in Re&ervoir ADog.; ‘andﬂPulp Fiction. I' devote such a lengtﬁy Lpprtiqn '
of my tﬁgsis to setting up and .acknowlcdging criticisfné of Resgﬁoir l’)qgs“an}d Pulp |
_F z’éﬁ'on Becaﬁ_se liﬁlc t;) no ser1ous theérefical writing has been pubiishc::d on Tarantino’s v'
latér Wdyk. In my Qpilg‘li’OIjlv’,‘ the lack‘of ;e¢ent schqlariy wqr# ivs l?oth l;ilvtelsta‘lln;ant to the
qu}alvity-of ’F}réivrr‘;an and ;Willis" ays’serAt’ions and a failu:e to a_ck_nqwledgé t'hq aesthe’;ié

transition Tarantino made in both Jackie Brown and Death Proof. In these two films he



‘makes an effort—through pastiche—to place the past in dialogue with the present in
order to both critically comment on the cultural memory of film history,: and re-frame his
conventions for screening gender. -

Judith ]y3'utlerdescribe:sterin‘s. such asrnasculi:ne or ‘ferni’nine as "‘lnot’orviously _
changeable and notes that cond1t10ns of ‘gender desrgnation are constantly in the process
of bemg rernade (Butler 2004 10) Butler also stresses that there can be no concrete
truths with regard to gender and the body, as they are thoroughly 1deolog1ca1 and
| typically "a corporeal style an act, as it were" (Butler, 1988, 362). . While gender for
Butlertoften has a “strategic aim of maintaining gender within its binary frame,” she
- insists that “gender reality. is perfomiative .yvhich means, quite simply, that it is real only .’
to the extent that it is performed” (Ibid). In other words,- the perfonnatiVity of gender
repeatedly_ contests the very norms that it seems to uphold. In my analysis of Ja"cltie
Brown and Death Proof, I will be arguing that Tarantino critically uses pastyiche to

-

investigate gendered tensions in both 1970s cinema and contemporary American culture.

) Chapter two is focused entirely on Jack'z'é Brown, and ‘ho‘w stardorn and music are
used to re-conteXtualise performative black.masculinity; Tarantino nladeJdckz'e Brown
as a star veh1cle for Pam Grrer and the entire ﬁlm is 1nforrned by thrs assocrat1on | 1 wrll
analyse how aspects of Grier ] stardom are put in dialogue with Jackre s characterization.
Partlcular empha51s w111 also be placed on what i is left out from Gner s past as Tarantino
is concemed w1th re- frammg Grler ] 1mage to be less assomated vylth the more |
/ explortatrve elements of blaxplortatron Inherent in thrs re- contextualization isa changed

relatlonshlp to the performatwe black mascuhmty that typrcally anchors the popular

memory o_f blaxplmtatron cinema. Robert Forster and' Samuel L. Jackson S star 1mages .



will also be investigated in terms of how race and gender is represented through their
characters, and comparisons will be drawn to Jackie / Grier. I will also explore the
 relationship of music to stardom, chafacter, and pastiche; focusing in particular on the
film’s connection to béth nostalgia and history. I will continually foreground the
affective \p‘owerkof the ﬁlm’s.pasti‘che and how it 'alllo”ws Tarantino to br‘c:gk‘away- f;pm
previous critici;m and critically comment Qn“t'hc‘: vno‘ti’o‘rll of cuitqrél memé;y :ir_l} felaﬁioﬁ to

- film history.

. Chapter three investigates the inteﬁded genre revision and pbartial gender critique
of the seventigs exploitation film, in Death Proof. 1 will begin by unpacking what
_connotations are associéted with both exploitation films and cult films.: RoBin Wood’s
analysis of gender. and-ideology'iﬁ 1970s horror ﬁl_mé will form the'basis: of the -
breakdown, and my fo’cus)wﬂl bé on how the ré-cqritextualization of 1970s gender norms
affects both genre and our relationship to history in a contémporary film. Carol Clover’s
seminal stﬁdy on the slasher film genre will also be appiied to/ex;mine how Tarantino re-
frames established tropes from that film cycle. Emphasis will be placed on the - :
hybridization of genre in Death Proof, and how such transitions influence both the
characters and thé audience. I will discuss how the éplit structure of the nai'rétive is used
to shock the audience and mark the interided shift in genre prioritization. The second half
of the film forggrounds the proposed re-framing of gender conventions inherent in
seventies exploitation films. Tarantino places women in an aggressive position that
suggests they are capable of enjoying and parficip_ating in activity traditionally coded as
maSculine, therefore chalienging the label that action ﬁlfns are just for men. Also,

Tarantino’s primary goal with Death Proof was to simulate the experience of watching an



10

explo_itative‘ hdrror film, and‘the film both succeeds énd fails in its attempt to create and
sustain a truly hofrifyiﬁg context. 1 argue that paiétiche hinders the intéflded display of
abject terror, thus ‘s‘Lvig‘ge‘s’ting that ‘vsom:e expl()itatioh tro“p'ésy may be dlfﬁcult to ,‘ o
successfﬁlly fécéhte)ifﬁélise. B | R

n '1nrvilew of Mafy» Hérréd’s éékﬁovﬂedgerhent that: there 1s éoméghing seemmgly
paradoxical about an auteurist study of a practice which, in citing works by other artists,
“downplays the signiﬁcancé of the single creative visioh”, it is 1mportanttoempha51ze
Tarantino’s pdsition in regard to her coMehtS (Hafrod, 225. HlS rﬁarQihéﬁZéﬁon from
aﬁteﬁriSt based studies (within 'a;:ademi;a) is reflective of tiie view that he d;)es: not
strategically and critically use f)’astiche, and thaf i'r‘is'tééd‘,’ 1t may be ﬁ‘si'ng him. At fimeé,
this study does border on é Béﬁhésién répdSiﬁéniﬁg of the éuthc\)fv'in’th‘e reader, in the
'iihplicafion thét’pAStiche is a task of ihtefpfétatién (Baftheé, 197:7).‘; However, although
Tarantino works in Hollywo‘c‘)td, he retains creétive control of au his films, and there are
' énough hbﬁcéable CoﬁsiSteﬁcies in ‘his body of work thaf I feel confident privilegin‘g his
“authorial iﬁpﬁt. His vision takes Eprecedenée in both J‘acki'e»Brdw’h and Death Prébjj and

he déliberately utilises the critical potential of pastiche.
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Chapter One.
- The Politics of Pastiche: ‘Todd Haynes meets Quentin Tarantino

~.'I'm never bothered that people say | don’t make films “from life” and that  have “nothingto
‘say.” | don't try to say anything but to create’ characters and tell stories out of which meaning can
appear. What’s more, | think | make films about life since | make films about me, about what
.. interests me...| don’t consider myself just a director, but as a movie man who has the whole
treasure of the movies to choose from and can take whatever gems | like, twist them around,
- . give them new form, bring things together that have never been matched up before (Tarantlno,
quoted in Peary, 87). : ‘

- In her analysis of Richard Linklater’s work, Mary Ha'r-fod‘iproclaims:that “Pastiche

' may be more fundamental to cinema today than any other time in the medium’s history”
(21). That may be so, but the term itself is one that remains mixed in ambiguity. ' -

| Frederic Jameson refers to pastiche as representative of “blank parody” and argues that
the »‘-‘disappearanc’e of the individual subject, alone with its formal conSequence, the
increasing' unavailability of the personall style, engender-the well-nigh universal pra'cﬁce

| today of what may be called pastiche” (16). In other words; he sees parody as having -
been replaced by pastiche, but at the cost of losing the “ulter»i'brf motives” and “satiric: -

| irnpulse” that constitute the most successful asnects of parody (17).: Linda Hutcheon -
takes aitn at Jameson by opposing his notion that pastiche and parody can be separated,
as .she stresses that both are unique and able to‘ cefnrnent'on'historyth-rough political
irony (113). She suggests that Jameson’s position is one too closely aligned with Marxist
histdry and that he fails to consider other ways in which pastiche can be used critically.

She argues that pastiche works through parody to "both legltlmlze and subvert that whlch |

it parodles" thus creatlng a crltlcal dlalogue between past and present (101).

* Many theorists have ‘taken‘airn}at J ames'exn’sz views of pastiche, with Ingeborg

Hoesterey and Richard Dyer publishing two of the most promment works arguing in
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favour of the mode’s potential for purpose and meaning. Hoésterey, in her book

| Pastz'che_: Cultural Men}or'y in Art, Film, Literature, asserts that postmodern pastiche is
about cultufal memory and the uniti‘ng}of perspectives past and present, and that the mode
sets itself in popular cnitUre beyond a'high-low dichotomy (xi). She stresses that
postmodern pastiche aspires to be art that demands critical thinking. For Hoesterey,
cinematic pastiche is not merely quotation; it is a “complex medley, and a layering of
different styles and motifs” (46). She sees pastiche as a co’mbination df imitation and
talian paniCCl_'Q-3 In Pastiche, Richard Dyer Yigws,‘;na mode as a form of 1m1tat10n,
noting that 1t 1s a “kjnd Qf irnifation that you are meant to}kynow is an imitaddn” (1). He
zstr¢s§as :that that imitation typically imitatajn‘ thdr art, andnot hfe or réalﬁty, but ne also
argues fhat pas_tich‘e can be ntiiised to nelp ua make dgnda of tna rgal (Pd&tlz'ahelAS). For
Dyer, althqngn pastlche sets out to imitate ‘ot’ner\ _Wo_rks‘,yit is 'n\oty simple r_eCreation. He ‘
p_rnposes fnat ihrodgh accentnation, exaégefafion, cbnaenfrafion, and selectiqn, pantiCha
can facilitate_an éxperience_: of previons nvorks, while alao prdniding an avenue fof a_r’;istic
'nrogressiveness and the expressipn of emotion (Pasﬁche, 54-62). Botn Hdésterey and
Dye’r‘ argue in favoru‘r{ of pas_tiche being capable of vitalify, and this is the claim't\na'é nas | |

. yet to be proposed in connection with the films of Quentin Tarantino.
Pastiche and Far From Heaven.

Pastiche is a mode that has often been associated with negative connotations. As

Dyer stresses, many artists try to a\}oid it at all costs (Pastiche 52). However, it can be

*Hoesterey refers to Italian pasticcio as a hodge podge of different artistic styles that historically began in
the Renaissance. She states that it was an imitative approach that synthesized or stirred together the
styles of major artists, “often with seemingly fraudulent intention” to deceive viewers and patrons (1).
The figurative meaning was to signal the work as a bad work or “a mess” (1). She highlights how pastiche
is rooted in this definition but that it does not share connotations of being a bad work.
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used both effectively and lcritically, and one film in particular that has been praised by

- many, if not all critics for its strategic and affective application of pastiche is Far From:
Heaven (Todd Haynes, 2002). We live'in an age where the past is justifiably put into’
question or is simply erased, forgotten, or re-written, and Todd Haynes is a filmmaker .
who knows this better than most. Jameson would argue that all pastiche is-capable of is
the imitation dead styles, but Far From Heaven provides evidence that it can used to .

place the present in a productive dialogue with the past..

" F ar fro:ﬁ Heaveh was far'from a commerCiai succesv's; but it‘ was criticalrly |

acclarmed and w1de1y consrdered to be successful in its drsplay of sheer ernotlon via :
melodramatlc forms. Haynes shows throughout hlS ﬁlms that he is well versed in ﬁlm
hlstory His aesthctlc dlsplays not only a keen knowledée of prev1ous Works but. also of
”prev1ous film practlces and styles When he is referencmg or allud1ng toa past film, he

does nOt merely imitate; he uses previous practices and narratiyes to enhance and to
_complement the problems and themes that he wants to address. - F\ ar From Heaven may

be the strongest example of Haynes’ aesthetic, but his entire career has been reliant upon
“earlier work. Safe (1995), for example (which also stars Julianne Moore), is indebted to
the work of Michelangelo Antonioni, however, Far From Heaven is more appropriate for

a*study on pastiche, as it is more overt in its mimicry than Safe.*

B Anyone who has seen the DOuglas 'Sirk rnelodrama All That Heaven A?Iows |
(1 955) should be able to tell right way that Far From Heaven is trymg to imitate its look

(along w1th other Slrk tltles 1nclus1ng Wrztten on the Wmd [1956] and Imztarzon of Llfe

% safe’s most direct reference is Antonioni’s Red Desert (1964), and the form/style of the f|Im is very
Antonioni-esque.
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[1959]).° Both worlds appear overtly artificial, with an extravagant colour scheme and a
surface that seems all too perfect.v Julianné Moore (Cathy) is the ideai 1950’s housewife
with her exquisite gloves and eye catching skirts, and Dennié Quaid’s (Frank) masculine
jaw line and stern business persona represent the hardworking, b;eadwin’ning patriarch. |
Like Sirk’s films, however, things are not 'és théy seem. Undcmeafh the surface there:
exisfs hor’n’oséxual infidelity, lonelines‘s, and an unrelentihg desire to break through the

restrictive confines of hegemonic America and to live in a manner that is true to oneself. |

" Haynes is able to go further and expose issues that Sirk could not address due to the

production code restrictions of the time. ' Although Sirk’s films were ahead of their time,
and ripe with irony,‘ he» woula have never been able to openl}{ deal with homosexuality |

the Way that Haynes does. By imitaﬁng the look and feel of a Sirk melodrama, Haynes is -~
able to present a hypothetical continuation of issues Sirk may have investigated if he

were given the opportunity.

Haynes, like Sirk, presents his characters at odds with soci;tal pressures to be
‘noﬁnal’., and he uses colour to highlight both the freedom and entrépmeﬁt inherent in the
notion that their identities are merely roles. Hard reds, greens, and purples (the house,
Cathy’s wardrobe at times) often show how domestic life can be prison like, while soft
autumn shadés (Rayfnond’s wardrobe at times, aﬁd th¢ woodland lake he takes Cathy to)

tend to signify happiness and the possibility of freedom. As Scott-Higgins states in his -

. ® Far From Heaven also references and is indebted to Fassbinder’s Ali: Fear Eats the Soul (1974), which

also adapts Sirk’s melodramas. Niall Richardson in his piece, “Poison in the Sirkian System: The Political
Agenda of Todd Haynes's Far From Heaven”, suggests that Ali should be read as a film in between All That
Heaven Allows and Far From Heaven, as Heaven shares a similarly less optimistic narrative with A/j, that
Sirk’s film lacks. S
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essay concerning colour in the film; “the great achieVemeht of Far From Heaven is that it
is not a cold and ironic comment on the quaint andv repressive 1950s. Rather Haynes
manages form in a sincere manner, creating a colour score that classically emphasizes:
and p-unctuates drama, at the same time that it remains artificial” (104). The signiﬁc.ant ’
aspect of what Higgins is 'saying is that in Far From Heaven ﬁaynes creates ”emofion that
is tiéd to his formal experimentation. Dyer has a Similar‘response when he notes that |
there were “moments when I could not see the screen for crying” (Pastiche 174). Both

| Dyer and Higgins stress that the film can work affectively through, rather than despite,
pastiche. In other words; Heaven debunks the common belief that pastiche and emotion
are incompat_ibk; while also }gxhibit‘i,ng the political dimﬂens_ionsk ’Qf-the mode (Pastiche
174). Haynes does this throqigh’a_ éupééssfql rélationsh@p bétweén film fdnn, .e\motional

engagement, and cinematic citation.

Far Frorﬁ Heaven works on an emofional level, as the characters are presented as
having real problems. Tho'uéh Cathy is seen as an “ideal housewi}é” amongst her clique,
Haynes sub’tly.invites the viewer to see through her facade. She looks stunning in hér
colourful dresses and perféctly styled hair, yet this is all surface level. In one scene, ' .
Cathy is sitting around with her friends comfortably chatting when one of the women
gloats about how often she and her husbaﬁd make love. Kathy and the other women
become uncomfortable as theSf find this information awkward because their sex lives are
much less satisfying.- One of the issues that Haynes continuélly poses is the notion that

Cathy’s happiness resides in the fact that she always appear as ideal woman, wife, and
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mother in the eyes of the society in which she lives:® At times, the most important aspect
of hér life seems to be her social status. For an ideal woman in the fifties, sex is
spmething that is not nox:{pally discussed, and thus in rpqnti_oning her saﬁsfaction, Cathy’s
friend challenges such vc‘ox‘lventions, and exposes Cathy_%s own fcar of the pqgition._ Cathy
is trapped within the‘ éonﬁnes of a conservative so‘c.iety l()ased” éround patriarcily? and ye£
th¢ Viewgr is ’alsc-> able to recognize that women today vof\ten’face si_mi}af Qbstacleg.' Cathy
pridés herself on her ability to be a good wife to 4her hpsband, yet Hayﬁes _sﬁggestg thaf

" even she may see the artificiality of her own persona, though she 'd‘o‘es not ac;knowlgdge

- it. This is ‘exempliﬁed in the scene in which she runs into Raymond, at the art show:

: Raymond Deagan: So, what's your 6pir.1ion on modern art?
‘Cathy Whitaker: It's hard to put into words, reallvy.‘ I just know what I care for and
what I don't. Like this... I don't kpow.how to pronounce it... Mira?
Raymond Deagan: Mir6. "
Cathy‘ Whitaker: Mir6. I don't know why, but I just adore 1t The feéling it gives. [
- know -th_at sounds terribly/vague. .
-~ Raymond Deagan: No. No, actually, it confirms something I've always wondered
- about modern art. Abstract art. |
' Cathy Whitaker: -What'é that?
‘f"Raymond Deagén: ‘That perhaps it's just picking up where religioué art left off,

. somehow trying to show you divinity. The modern artist just pares it down to the

® In an interesting occurrence of intertextuality, Haynes has Moore again play the lead role.” She also plays
a similar, yet slightly different character in his 1995 film Safe. Both are upper class housewives who ..
question (both directly and indirectly) the validity of their happiness. :
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basic elements of shape and color. But when you look at that Mir6, you feel it just

the same.” .

In this seeminglyinsiénifiicant conyersation with Raymond, we learn as muCh about o
Cathy, or possrbly more, than in any other scene. She reveals her 1nterest in creatlné her
own mode of engagement w1th the dlscourse of modern art, which suggests that she can
be true to herself and make her own ch01ces and yet her life reflects the exact opposlte
‘ l—Ier motlvatlon to keep up appearances dlctates most of her optlons and Haynes thus -
| 1nd1cates that thls is the source of her problem and 195 Os somety in general. Raymond’s
response that the various art movements are more 51mllar than we think can be read as
allegory for how society functions. We separate each other into classes and often stress
the differences between constructed identities yet most of us Want to live our lives true to
ourselves and be happy | Thls sentlment is also a generrc cliché of the melodrama. By
using pastlche Haynes is thus able to keep an 1ntr1gu1ng dralogue open between
melodrama and the real Frank’s character contrlbutes to these themes as well. He gets
the most upset Wlth Cathy when he hears through the rumour mill that she has been
associating with a black man. We know that he is not heartbroken to hear she has been
with another man; in:ste'ad, he is concerned that the constructed nature of their"m'arriage
" will be éxpoéed. Frank is aware that to stay successful and enjoy the status heis
'accuStom‘e‘d”to,lappearanc'es must bewmaintained. He cannot have peoplc:questioningvthe
yalidity ot‘ his umon with Cathy, as ‘:the truth about his homosexuality may ari‘s'e‘gand thus

destroy the “perfect” image he has created.

7 Kathy and Raymond’s conversation also mirrors what Haynes is doing within the film. He is not
interested in telling a story in a typically realist Hollywood fashion. His choice in using a postmodern
mode enables him to create a film in a way that is meaningful to him.: By imitating Sirk’s work, Haynes is
suggesting that Sirk’s films have been a significant influence on his life and career.



18

The use of pastiche in Heaver only adds to the affective power of the work. -
Haynes not only imitates previous filmmakers, he also uses contemporary film styles and
practices throughout the film. Many of the shots are substantially shorter than Sirk’s, and

the movement of the camera is much more on display.® Haynes himself has also pointed

- out that there are numerous instances of broken dialogue in scenes of emotional strain, .- -

which is a variation on the articulate dialogue inherent in Sirk’s work (Haynes, 2002)...

Higgins refers to this as an appeal to the psychological realism of contempbrafy culture

" and points out that it adds to success of the film’s pastiche (110).

According to Dyer, the film succeeds not only in its imitation and variation of

Sirk, but because it allows us to consider our relatioﬂship to the past: o

[a] tension between a sense that people in the past weré like ourselves, with
désifes; dfearﬁé;-i‘loi)es and fears like us, and ‘yét‘ théﬁ we cannot know that for
 sure, and moreover that much of whéf 'thesi felt seems stfa;\;ge, opaque, other. |
Pastiche cah émbody ;that tenSioh at fﬁé level of how wé feel about ﬁeople in _thé
past (Pastiche 178). |
Obyiously we cannot Io_qk at the 1950s sirnply through the lens of melod_ramas ?‘t;?h? |
timé?.but; they are a key resource, as they can show the ways cultgre voftep shap_es_ erﬁption
and identity. Heaven not only presents a hi{s:,toricit/yiof its‘affec.:.t‘,r but it can also pgmit us
to see the histqricity of our own fe}elipgs‘ (Pasti;he 17 8). By .s)itua:t\ing the narratiizg within

b

the mode of previous melodramas, Haynes is able to tell “a story of the 1950s in a style of

| the 1950s” (Pastiche 176). The contemporary viewer can gain insight into how current

® All That Heaven Allows averége shot length is 13.2 seconds, while Heaven'’s is 8.2 seconds. This,

" however, could also be a nod to the cinematography of Max Ophuls, as his film, The Reckless Moment

(1949), is also a text that Haynes pastiches within the film. ;- -
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s’ocietalv trends have been inﬂuenced by the historical, and the film also suggests what was
missing in the cinematic past.  As noted earlier, Sirk could not have approached the same
| issues that Haynes does. By using pestiche, Haynes exposes the limitations that 1950s
cinema had,’ while simultaneously calling to mind the limitations that film makers today
also face. The fact that Haynes can use the mode of Sirk to tell a contemporary story and
have it succeed an emotional level goes a long way towards showing us that the present
day shares many similarities with the 1950s. Artists are encouraged to openly engage .;
with contemporary views of homosenuality and race in mainstream in films today much
more than they '_Were»in the 50s, but there is still a reluctance to be too critical. Often the
most progressive works‘are composed on tiny budgets, and likes Haynes’ work, normally

marketed to a limited art house crowd.

| J arheson; cafeéofiZes paStiehe end postmodemism in general as often 'reactionary,
and he argues that it typically ceases to be critical. He states that its closeness to whaf it
imitates disallows for any type of cr_itiq_ue (Jameson 17). Far Fro\in Heaven deﬁes t‘his
-Iogie in its ability to be affective and engagingv‘for the VieWer. Not only c\ioeskHaynes
proyide a v_vork_ kthat provokes critical anelysis of the do}minant ideology, but it also‘ N
suggesfs the effects that cnl‘eure, and more speoiﬁcally film, may has/e on our soeietyf
Haynes uses pastiche to look at the history of film and identity politios in Ameera ina
orogressive eno thought provoking’ way. Not all ﬁlmmakers,_h‘()we’:ver,. have used |
pastichev in snch a no'si’.tive and; intelligent fashion. Roiand Emmerich for enample is a |
German dlrector worklng in the Hollywood system who often uses pastlche in the |

opp051te manner. HlS blockbuster ﬁlms (Star Gate (1994) Independence Day (1996),

Not to mention the fact that it was not until the 1970s that Sirk’s melodramas received the cntucal
interest and praise that was overlooked upon their original release.
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The Day Afier Tomorrow (2004), to name a few) are full of cinematic cliches, “and locate '
their collective unconscious entirely vyithin mOvies’? (Hasse 102). Emmerich’s films are
marketed towards spectators who are desrre somethmg spectacular to look at as narratlve

realism is often ’unaccounted for. His Versron of Amerlca is nonnally one lndebted toa

.Hollywoovd portrayal, with a blatant disregard for the reah‘ti_es.of the country. | phrrstine 3
Hasse goes so' far as tol eall his films reminiscent of the traditions of prop&ag“alnda often |
tfound in Nazi cinema (1021) Whereas Haynes uses pastlche to comment on somety and

| ‘.culture and to pose questrons Emmerich uses it to fant351ze a world of spectacular
entertamment that exists outside current 1deology and pol1t1cs” The question thus remams
to what camp does Tarantino ’s pastiche aesthetrc fall‘7 At first glance it y«/ould be )

| temptmg to place'Tarantrno directly in the mlddle of both Haynes and‘Emmench but as

my analysrs will show hrs categorizatlon is drfﬁcult to place i N

Criticisms of Tarantino’s Pastiche in both Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction

\ ) ~,

Criticisms of Tarantino’s work have generally focused on four key aspects: their
use of violence, their dep1ction of gender, their deplctlon of race, and therr use e'of |
postmodem pastiche Thls is not to say that there are not supporters of his work because
there are plenty, but in ﬁlm studies his name tends to be assomated w1th fandom and a.
'directonal style disconnected frorn critical ﬁlmmaking‘ Tarantlno S aesthetrc is one that
has polarized critics since his arrival in the film world. His films often feature
stylistically excessive Vviole_nce,. non-linear storylines, random dialogue, and an emphasis
,on pop culture }.r'e'ferences. l The rnost comrnon critical chargeagainst Tarantmo is that his
characters often show no clear cut morals Anthony Lane cornplained in The New

tYorker Pulp Fi zctzon is nothmg but “blank morality’ and wrcked accouterments” (97)
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Lane further notes, however, that the entire film is like one “long, lOUd party” (95). Even

opponents of Tarantino’s work often state that his films can be thoroughly entertaining.

-Supporters of Tarantino will tell you that his films do more than just entertain.
Advocatesral‘so tend to write with a defengive edge, as if they constantly »ne}ed to
challenge those wﬁo disagree with their afﬁnity fot hlS work. !¢ I_t seems odd thet sueh a
personal srt‘ance’is taken witﬁiri a discourse th—aft is fonnded on diéagré_ements_ and:dcbates.
I belieVe that is why Tarantino has»bec‘ome sitch a household neme.’ His work not oﬁly
bolarizes ‘aud?iences, it polariz‘escriti‘e‘s and ae‘adle‘mics alike. In no way h:ave I set ‘out. to
}‘)rov‘ideiana‘nswer to which side njay be more correct; insteaq 1 Wam ‘t’o expll_‘o’re ho_W

anteurist_strétegies are created through pastiche and how this is viewed by academics. I

do not think that anyone would argue that Tarantino is trying to produce work that is new,

- and that he sees himself as a full on auteur. Why then are there so few auteurist studies of

his work? In comparison to Haynes, there has been little scholarly work published on

i)

Tarantino. Susan' Fraiman’s chapter on his presentation of coolness (from Cool Men and

the Second Sex) and Sharon Wlllls S work on race and gender in his ﬁlms (from High
Contrast Race and G’ender in Contemporary Hollywood Fi zlm) are the only two w1dely
reeogmzed_ works. Aaron Barlow’s recently pubhshed book, Quentin Tarantino: Life at

the Extremes, offers a textual analysis of Tarantino’s films, but it is more journalistic than

1 One of the strongest examples occurs in Stanley Crouch’s book, The Artificial Whiteman: Essays on
Authenticity. In his chapter on Tarantino he begins by attacking the opinions of New York Review of Books
contributor Daniel Mendelsohn for being “shallow” and guilty of “lightweight academic posturing”. In
other words, he feels that- Mendelsohn obviously just “misses the point” in terms of how Tarantino’s film
work (138-140). Crouch believes Tarantino understands the complexities of race relations better than any
other white filmmaker as he is able to recreate the ups and downs, attitudes, and friendships inherent in
biracial friendships. Crouch sees Tarantino’s characters as authentic because of their realistic banter, and
realistic attitudes towards each other (145).
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critical.!! For a filmmaker as influential as Tarantino it is odd that his ‘work has not

- received more critical attention. .
. Reservoir Dogs

Wlth th’e‘ (release of Reservoir Dogs in 1992, Tarantino became an insfgant_ starm
fhe American independént scene. Once in the spotlight, he declared his lee fqr ‘viole‘nq‘e
within film, énd_ immediafély.{ f}th_e‘ critical pol:a‘r‘i‘zatian began. One key aspect of Dogs,
| and of his latér wo'rk, is the psé of non-linear Qarratives. The ﬁlm\bégin.s’ wjth a group of
gahgsters sitting around a coffee shop, bantering »about Madonnz} lyyiqs and thei\r E
upcdming heist, whi]g the camera circles, .and basicauy hangs out wjth thgéme‘n. | The
world we are given access to is most certainly.dominated by an deg;bearing‘masculinity.
Ty_he.meh.are f)roud‘ to pé ;Yulga_r és they objeqtify _,vs{omen‘_»i‘n fhgi; banter and curse and
swear i_nra style of one-'u}’:)rnan‘shi1.)‘T '_I‘ara}ntino is also at times critical of the ,m,en"ls.} -
posturing of hypermaSpulinity, as he shows an intercst in explqringmale vulnerability
: éndl maScu_line instability th_rpugh men’s potehtial to be repudiated as feminine (Fraiman
3). Aftera disagreement_over- tipping procedures, the men leave, the opening titles come
and go, andv ewe are suddenly ina épéeding éar W1th one of the rﬁe'n’ iﬁjured (:'lr\x/Ir.‘O‘rangVe).
Basically, what began as a heist film is now one in which the heist is never actually .
ShoWﬁ.z The film fréqueﬁtiy uées ﬂashbacks to fill in blanks oVéf"charéctéfiz-alti‘iiSﬁ Va;ld‘ |
blbt i})oiy‘n“cs.. Comi)ariSons fo Staﬁley bKﬁbrick’s noir"ﬁlm, T hej} Kzllzng (1‘95l'6:;)},"ca;1'clearly

be made, but.és Dyer says, the point of postmodern pastiche is not merely homage, even

1 As far as Haynes’ career, multiple auteurist studies have been published, with two major books released
in [ast decade: Hastie, Amelie. Todd Haynes: A Magnificent Obsession. Camera Obscura: Feminism,.
Culture, and Media Studies. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2004. Print:, Morrison, James, ed. The Cinema of Todd
Haynes. Londres: Wallfiower, 2007. Print. ‘
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 though homage does play a major role in the film (Pastiche 37). In The Killing, a
criminal team is also assembled, and a man is killed during the heist. After the heist, the‘
‘men also meet in a desi gnated‘place to split their loot, and there is also a gunfight at the
rendezvous. Reservoir Dogs echoes-Kubrick’s film with regard to the botched robbery
plot, but not through'anything else. Kubrick plays up the more melodramatic asoects of
his ﬁlm, as the relationship between one of the croo’l‘<s (George, played by Elisha Cook Jr)
and his wife (Sherry, played byMarie‘Windsor) is centrat to the narratiye. Inll?og}s(,_ i

‘ Tarantino onty develops the relationshios 'b_’etwee'n ,the croohs themselves. He ’nev.er

reveals thelr personal hyes to the viewer hecause the men do not share these detalls with

each other. Tarantmo wants the focns of the film to beabout khovy the men can mrnlmlze
emotion 1n‘regard to professronahsm. In the chegesm of Dogs, emotion is antlthetlcal to |

- success. The same can be said of Tarantino’s pastiche in the ﬁlm."He selectively uses

references associated With masculinity becanzsehe ;’believ\es they'are: represehtative of the

typeof film he wants to'salvage. Femininity is thus relegat'ei&‘tb‘ domesticity,l’ and

" domesticity equals male vulnerability.

,‘ Dy_er refersl to Reservoir Dogs as a kind of pastivche gone mad, as it displays “a
he.ightenec‘lv sense of -ironic’intertextuality” (Pastiche 1’29). Constant references an_d are
put fo’rth;, anct Dyer positioned the ﬁlm in terms of referencing thev memory .of film noir.12
In accordance Wlth Dyer Tarantlno 1s‘ not usmg homage to 51mp1y pay trlbute to prev1ous

ﬂlms (though he is domg thls as welI) he is also trymg to create somethlng new, or 1n

other words, to make the film his own. Dyer is only partly accurate in his behef that

2 Dyer never specifically goes into the critical potential of this relationship. A few other examples of this
categorization would be Greg Tuck’s article, “Laughter in the Dark: Irony, Black Comedy and Noir in the
films of David Lynch, the Coen Brothers and Quentin Tarantlno and Mark T Conard’s dlscussmn of the
film in his work, The Philosophy of Neo-Noir.

)l
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Tarantino is using irony though.: He points to moments in pop culture to see if the viewer
knows what he is referencing, and he places them in the film to add humour to scenes. In
other words, he uses references and allusions in Reservoir Dogs because he thinks they
are cool.  His attitude toWards pop culture seems to beone of a fanboy, as he often uses
references to highlight his favourite cult-based films. . James Naremore uses the 'exa'mple
of Godard to stress the issue:
- For all his:“talent vTarantino’s:;hvperteXt 1s relatively narrow ‘n?iade up largelv of
' testosterone driven actlon movies, hard b01led novels and pop art comic strlps |
llke Modesty Blazse His attltude toward rnass culture is also much less ironic
than that of a director like Godard. ' In effeet he gives us Coca—Cola without Marx
",'(165)‘ : o
His references in.Reservoizf Dogs function initially’ asa _“guess where I got this from?”

exercise, and then possibly in an ironic manner. For example, in having all of the men in

- Reservoir Dogs receive nicknames associated with colours (Mr. Pink, Mr. Blue, etc), he -

is referencing T he_ Taking of Pelham One T wo Three ’(Joseph Sargent, 19_74).: lhe_
criminals in that ﬁlm also go by‘aliases associated with the colour spectrum, and like
Dogs their group unity 1mplodes after the heist. In Tarantino’s referencmg of Pelham he
is foreshadowmg what will become 'of the men in his ﬁlm and the purpose of thrs ‘.

revelatron seems to be more assocrated w1th a shared w1nk with the 1nformed viewer than

it is with irony. Tarantino is thus justifying how satisfying it can be to be an informed

fan He wants everyone to know that he learned how to rnake 4ﬁlrns hy watching films. B
Reservoir DogS’ allusions to the plot of the T he‘Killing' without keeplng any' trace of the

film’s melodramatic aspects, reflects Tarantino’s aim. He wants Dogs to succeed based



25

on the characters struggles with masculine coolness, and their associati_dns to each other;.

not make any overt comment on their lives outside of the their identities as thieves. In

one scene, Mr. White (Harvey Keital) tells an enraged Mr. Pink (Steve Buscevmi) that he

needs him to be cool. Pink tells White that he is cool 'and White further suggests Pink .

take a moment to pull himself to gether. Coolness in Reservoir Dogs (ahd_Pulp Fiction) is

about steely self control, and its payoff is control over others (Fraiman 2). White is able .

to secure a mastery over the.situation by not showing any yulnerability. For Taran’tiri(k),‘

- vulnerability ié geniiered_ female, and it must be foréeﬁllly fenouilceci by ihei r;ri'glle‘ o

. Characters. Céolneés is associatcd with spectatorship as Wéli. Tairantin.q’sk’ aestheiic i_n |

Reser\iqir_ Dogii ilgbas‘edV around refereni:iilg genres traditionally coded a‘s" rriascuiiné; and

: wh‘gnelve‘r‘ he presents moménté of Vulngra‘riiiiiy, he‘f_olloWs theni ‘yvith'a rilasculinizing

A iiite:ifveiitio.n/of violence (Frair_rian 11). Such strétggies remain éntertaining and often
~amusing, .blit Tarari.tino’sintention is ﬁrsf to imprcés, and iiien possibly to enlighten. My
anélysis of D.eatthroof and Jackie Brown, will propose théi';fairantino gives eciti_al

' meaSuré to eiliertainmént and critical intent through the grounding of _historicity. In other -
WOrds; iiis later iefeiences are iiged strategically and ironically iri an effort t(i ciitigaliy

comment on the ways in which cinema can engage with the past.

' The.c':haracte.rs 1in Reservoir Dogs exist in a world Where. ‘_‘coolnéss” seems to be
thé main theme. They fight amongst themselves to prove who is cooler, and there is no .
place for women. Instead, the film fixates on the threat of femininity within its niale '
characters. In other words, femininity is only presented as dangerous and antithetical to a
masculine sense of coolness, and in the world of Reservoir Dogs, only coolness prevails.

Jonathan Rosenbaum sums up Reservoir Dogs well as he states, “It’s unclear whether this
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* macho thriller does anything to improve the state of the yvorld-or our understanding of it,

. \ ~
but it certainly sets off enough rockets to hold and shake us for every one of its 99

mlnutes (Web) Rosenbaum s assertlon that the ﬁlm tries to shake the V1ewer accurately

descrlbes Tarantlno s 1ntent to shock and surprise. 'His goal is to posmon the v1ewer into

~ areceptive passivity (essentlally coded as feminine), so that he can flaunt hls own

masculine desire to break filmic and thematic conventions and be the bad boy film auteur.

Thematically, Dogs plays on the same masculine vulnerabilities in the viewer as it
does on its characters. Willis refers to his shock tactics as a way to pair extreme violence
with humour. She co_mpares the act to the shame of “being caught with our pants down

in a breach of social discipline” (190). Willis sees the aesthetic as infantile and notes:'

“Part of the reason that bloodletting can be humorous in Tarantino’s work is that blood

really operates lil<e feces, so that the spilling of blood is Very much like smearing. ‘But

smeanng, 1n all of 1ts evocatlon of 1nfant1le act1v1ty, not only provokes laughter but also

’

implies Vlolence (191) The scene that best exemphﬁes th1s approach and that is

arguably Tarantino’s most 1nfamous dlsplay of v1olence is the ear cuttmg scene. As Mr.

. Blonde (Mlchael Madsen) calmly moves to the rhythms of “Stuck in the Mlddle w1th

You :(Steel‘e_rs Wheel), the v1ewer is drawn to his coolness whlle he _absurdly taunts a
cabtured police ofﬁcer,' The viewer gets to re-liye the sugary sounds olflxseventies pop
’s‘ongs th'rough.them.usi’c, but the connection is not one of an ideali;ed nostalgia, Instead,
the effect is ’a d.isturbing. sadom-asochistic‘ affect that Wllhs reads as “an ambiyalent mix
éf. desire vand’. hostility through recours‘e_tor adolescent, boylsh, bathroom humour” (201) '

The act is aligned yvith both anxieties and desires about feminizatilon in both Mr. Blonde

and the viewer. =
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‘Pulp Fiction

Susan Fraiman as.serts’ that coolness vfori Tarantlno 1sonethat Iies y(fithin a' o
m'asculin:e" desire for rnastery, in Which the threat of the femlmne 'isj also ‘at:t‘ached to white
male anxiety about hiack masculinity 3). Both race and | gender workto inform the
binary of cool/uncool,'and‘Frairnan also stresses that this coolness stems from kTarantino’s
own satisfaction in ﬂaunting formal and thematic conyentions,'proyiding hidden R
allusions, and displaying intense vi’olence in his ﬁlms ‘(ll)’.: ﬁlack men are viewed by
Tarantino as the ultimate proprietors of mascuhmty Blackness for Tarantino acts as the
deﬁmng regulation for what may be deemed cool or not cool, and coolness :
problematically operates as a central motivation for all of the male characters in Pulp -
F"iction.‘. |

Pulp Fiction is Tarantino’s most famous yvork, and if Iéesérvoir Dogs declared his
arrival in the film world, Pulp Fiction solidified his positidn:"'i;he\ﬁirn was a crossover
- success as it won an 'Oscar'(or’iginaik screenplay) and byliurr‘e'd thehnes between 1nd1e Vand
mainstream Though much bigger in scope than Reservozr Dogs, Pulp Fi zctzon isa o
contmuatlon of the style of 1ts predecessor The ﬁlm is characterlzed by a nori- hnear v'
narrative snappy dialogue (conta1n1ng an arsenai of references to pop culture), and a
penchant for awkward humour and abrasive v1olence. The story is an 1nterconnected
crime ‘saga,: ﬁuéd again with macho characters inhibiting a frighten‘ingl‘y;ye‘t' always
unstable—mascullne world. Women‘ frequent the dilege‘svis\’m'uch more:than in Reservoir
Dogs, but their function tisilregulated to being the antithesis'of cool, as they represent the -
ordinary and the dom;estic‘. Like Rescrvoir Dogs, gender :in Pulp Fi icttOh is examined in

relation to masculinity. Fraiman asserts that:



28

- Whiteness, closeness to women, closeness to men, bodily display, bodily
- sensation, the cheap thrills of mass culture—Pulp Fiction shows men made as
‘ vuInerable as “women” by ali ‘of these and then disowns any hint of cross- . -
gendering by killing the character in question, arming him, or otherwise
-introducing the dues ex machine of sudden violence Tar'antino’s signature move, I
~have argued, is to shatter again and again the intimacies of breakfast, bedroom, or
" banter with a hammer blow of death, and the result is a narrative jagged as broken

glass (15).

Tarantmo agaln shows an 1nvestment in explormg male vulnerablllty, but only in an H
effort to eradlcate it. Vulnerablhty is once nrore coded as femlmne ’and he uses violence
as a means to re-masculinise both characters and snuatlons | ‘He‘falls to sustaln any -
exploratlon of male vulnerablht}r because it would go agamst h1s salvagmg of iow brow
culture Tarantrno ] approach to gender is ﬁally mﬂuenced and shaped by his ﬁlrmc
references Unhke Haynes Tarantlno is focused entlrely on prlor\ltlzlng mascuhne

‘ genres and rropes in h1s pastlche and at t1mes this acts to l1m1t the crltlcal potentlal of his
work Take the character Vmcent Vega (John Travolta) for example He plays one of
the hit men who work for Marcellus Wallace (Ving Rhames). He and his partner Jules-
(Samnel L. Jackson) .are shown killing, swearing, and shooting up heroin (Vincent).
However, they are not your normal cinematic hit men. As opposed to the quiet,. .
proficiency of the title character from say, Léon (Luc Besson, 1994),‘J ules and Vincent
enthusiastically discuss their feelings and fears while they gossip. Tarantino is

complicating gender norms commonly associated with crime films, but again, he does not

. sustain it. As the two men banter over foot massages, television, fast food, and the .+
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- severity of adultery, one cannot help but think of the pulp novels that the film’s title and
structure imitate. Consumers’of mass culture have long been described as feminine, and
| Tarantino is suggesting that even hardened criminals enjoy feminine genres. In other
words, when Jules and Vincent are not at work, they enjoy. the norrrmlcy of everyday life.
However, when Jules and Vincent reach their intended destination, anything and -
everything associated. with‘femininity is relegated to being uncool. They stop in front of
an apartment door and Jules tells Vincent that it is tirne “to get into characterf’, By
- character he means that there can be no rnore chltchat | and that they need to let the | ﬂ
1nhab1tants of thrs apartment know that’they are not to be messed with. When they enter ‘
the apartment J ules does all the talkmg, and he mocks the 1nhab1tants for the1r
connectlon to the aspects of everyday llfe He taunts Bret (Frank Whaley), by pretendmg
he is in 1nterested in the fast food company that Bret bought his breakfast at. What was
rformerly' cons1dered valuable} for Jules and V1ncent to drscuss, 1s now co_ded as banal |
yvhen aggression 1s part of the eduation. Bret a.nd.his friends‘become increasingly |
| nervous 35}31.11915 keeps thev discussion ordinary_,‘ as they hnow heand Vincentare here
because of a deal that went bad involving them and Marcelxlu‘svb\?Vallace. B
.. The transition that Jules takes is significant when'considering how Tarantino uses
pastiche. Jules goes from participating in conversation that Tarantino poses as
| entertaining and valuable, to embracing the characteristics of someone who can access
and effectively use violence whenever he wants. Tarantino uses pastiche to connect
Jules’ character with a performative display of hypermasculine blackness from seventies \
bla)r'ploitation films.  He is presented as a “bad mother fucker” (as his wallet yvill later

reveal) ‘Who always stays cool and masters the situation with aggressive violence—thus
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distancing himself from a former position of feminization. 'Also, the formerly chatty
Vincent no longer speaks as he lets Jules do all the talking. His job is to stand in the back
~ and keep cool while J ules leads. He too is performing masculine coolness as heis'' . -
unfazed when he and Jules decide to shoot Bret and his friends. He plays second ﬁddle |
to Jules’ lead, however, as Jules’ race provides him with a more authentic depiction of

performative hypermasculine blackness.

Aaron Barlow argues that Tarantino’s use of v1olence never reduces 1tself 51mply
to spectacle but he fails to consrder houv Tarant1n0 asp1res his v1olence to be a krnd of
realism. Vincent and J ules can chrt chat and gossrp all they want because they retam their
mascullne c‘oolness‘ Whenever they draw therr weapons and as Frarman notes |
“Everythrng becornes banal in contrast to the hlgh meamngfulness of butchery, and this
' banallty ‘is Timplicitl}'flahelled “feminine™ (7). Reservoir Dog.s and Pulp Fiction try to
brand a COnnection to the real through what Tarantino believes is a realistic portrayal of
everyday .violence, and he prioritizes it in a way that is problematlc,(Fraiman, 16). Itis
not about how many deaths occur, or even how they occur. What matters is how the
v1olence contrlbutes to a constant performmg of whrte masculme coolness that is always |
related to a nostalgrc v1ew of 19705 hypermascuhne blackness and arguably, a hlghly
‘selective memory of the gangster/crrme genre. To return to ancent? he is someone who'
is familiar with pop culture, knows when‘ to be polite, and yet has no problernl;illing
when the situation;requires_ it. .His tlay\t, though, is h1s inconsistent perforrnance of |
hypermasculinity. In regard to Travolta, Tarantino plays on hlS star discourse through

: pastiche, and this contributes to Vincent’s constant connection to behaViour coded as

feminine. For exarnple, when Vincent takes Mia (Urna Thurman) out to dinner, the two



31
end up in a dance contest: :Vincent is shown to be a more than adequate partner (the pair
come in second), and the scene reads as reference to Travolta’s iconic role from Saturday
Night Fever (John‘Badham,,1977).' Prior to the contest, Vincent expresses his desire to..
stay completely in control durlng his night out with Mia, and to be as professional as
possible. His subsequent engagement in behaviour seen as unprofessional causes him to
let his guard down, and the result is Mia overdosing on heroin. She mistakes Vincent’s
heroin for cocaine, and the incident occurs because Vlncent has had to seek'lshelter in the
- bathroom so that he can get back into character. As Vincent stares into the mirror he
states that he needs to ‘stay loyal to his boas (as he knows Marcellus will k111 zhim/if he |
does not behave). HlS nostalgia l’for black hypennas,culinkityi 1s again apparent; as his ::

: answer for accessmg thrs loyalty is to stay cool and master the srtuatmn SO that he does

-~ not have to face Marcellus

Tarantino is pulling from his favourite films of the seventies, but at what cost?
His pastiche suggests a reinscription of sexual and racial difference, as Sharon Willis

states:

H1s films seem de51gned to capture the fascmated and transgressrve 1dent1ﬁcatlons
of whlte male fans Tarantmo s films i 1mag1ne a fandom for “boys” that would
| recogmne 1tself through an 1dent1ﬁcat10n with a bad boy fan auteur Both the
' ﬁlms and the fandom however depend ona relnscrlptlon of sexual and rac1a1

| difference to mark the border that sets this band apart. (209)

The masculine coolness he offers is one based on a ‘fantasy of co-opting African

American masculinity. The white subject essentially wants to take the place of the other,

.
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Without leaving its own privileged position (Willis, .210).' “Tarantino is trying to displace
some of the barriers that racism has created, but his mode is problematic. His intent to
displace comes from the notion that he is a cultural outsider due to his use of pastiche.
He is taking old works and putting them tog_éther to fnake something new, but there is a
step missing if he wants to have his work be ablﬁut real life. Willis reférs to the situation
as .Taranti;lo thinking he can be both oﬁtsider and insider at the same time (212). There is
no doubt that his intention is to show that racism need not exist, but he needs to let ﬁp on .
" mimicry and ventriloquism.

‘E.v'érythihgiis’r‘e.versible in Pulp Fi iction,.and fhé bathfc’)‘o‘m‘ is bftéﬁ the 'sl_'t)acekvc.)f
tranéition;‘ ThlS notion mirrors Tarantind’é use of pastiche in the film, as it suggests that
the past can be pulled from its respective place in history. without any consequences.
Reversibility is thus used as meang to void the past, and start fresh. Ih the second "~ .
instance in which Vince is shown'in the bathréom, he is on the job,iwaitihg at another

man’s house (Butch), in hopes of capturing‘him or killing him on ﬁis return. Vincent
makes a grave error (cleaﬂy thinking that there is no chance that Butch would be stﬁpid |
- enough to return), as he leaves his gun in the kitchen and sits down on the toilet to read
Modesty Blaise (Doubleday, 1965). Butch returns, and to the audience’s amazement, |
spontaneously kills Vincent when the sound of a toastér‘ breaks the tension.  Vincent’s
lack of coolness is ultimately his downfall. He chooses to indulge in disposable literature
" (pulp) to'make his visit to the bathrOom more.énj oyable, and the resulut is his death. The
book itself is reminiscent of the kiﬁd of literature women are stéreotypically associated
with, and the fact that it is a toaster that s¢ts_off his death rcafﬁrms the anxiety connééted

with domesticity and femininity. The film’s connectiof; to an African American 1970s
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hypermasculinity frames Vincent’s reading of Modesty Blaise as uncool. His connection
to feminine genres is thus his downfall. Thanks to the non-linear narrative,‘ however,
Vincenti‘s featured in the final section of the ﬁlm,_and once again he finds himselfina -
bathroom with his book. However, this time he has taken his gun in With him, and upon
‘returniﬁg to his seat, he stumbles upon two would be robbers pointing their guns right at
Jules. Vincent takes a fuli on masculine approach to the situation as he pleads IWith Jules
‘to’ allow him to take action. Now that he has safely returned from the bathroorh, he can

* resume his persona of a‘bad ass hit man. His eérlier death can perhaps be forgotten by
the audienpe now ’Fhat‘he is‘ no lqnger vullnAerablye.‘ Vin_cebnt’sipseu/dq r_e-birth implies that

{

in Pulp Fi iction’s_woir‘ld,.the past can be voided.

Many critics have argued that the film and the characters have no relation to the
real world. Most would agree that on a teChhical lével, Tarantino is more than proficient,
and that he certainly has an eye and an ear for ciﬁema, but}ne_vqrtheless his over reliance
on postmodern pastiche causes his characters to exist in a momen;c\ disconnected from any
historical specificity. For Tarantino, macho gangsters drawn from crime cinema are - -
cooler than real people, and violence is arguably the most real experience. Mark Conard
ends his analysis of Reservoir Dogs by offering the question, “...if it’s choice between
beihg a cool gangster and being a dorky real person, who wouldn’t choose to be c601?”
(113). Tarantino is the dorky real person, bﬁt he seems intent on showing us how_he uses
this to his ‘advantaggv. In hisA mihd? qinema can make you qpol, or at least let you feel cool.

His first two films are thus his way of spreading coolness around to us dorky people.

- As noted, Dyer emphasizes the tendency of pastiche to accentuate, exaggerate,

concentrate, and select.  For some, this seems to be the basis for displeasure with" .- -
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Tarantino’s pulp. All of the characters and plots are based solely around what he
considers to be cool, and the end results are films designed to only display the desires of
their creator. Basically,' if you consider the same things that he considers to be cool, then
you will probably love his film(s). . Tarantino wants his audience to see cinema in the -
manner that he does. He wants them to appreciate the joys that can 'be had at the theatr‘e‘,'
and he wants to be the cool guy that guides them through. His primary concern is sharing
withv the world the one thing that brings him more happiness than anything else: to be

+ entertained and enhanced at the movies:

If I hadn t made Reservotr Dogs and someone eIse had made it and I Went and
saw 1t Td thlnk it was the best fuckin’ movie of the year Wlth these two movies
Pve done so far I’ve enj oyed glvmg the audlence a real rlde But it’s not a roller-

: )coaster nde 11ke Speed It s more the fact that you re confoundlng the audience’s
‘feehngs about how to watch amovie. Everybody’s a ﬁlm expert these days We
all know alot about mov1es, parttcularly because the mov1es of the last ten years

" have heen so mltch the s’ame.‘ But you can take the audience another way, and I
do thls but what makes my movies spec1a1 if they are special, is that—even
ithough they re W11d genre mov1es—they re connected fo 2 human heart“ The
people in them are not puppets they re chatacters hvmg out the1r hves domg

what they do. That is very 1mportant to me (as quoted in Peary 93)

The above quote shows that Tarantino does have a particular way he wants his films to
come across. Due to his seemingly encyclopaedic knowledge of films, he wants his films
to stand out and give the audience an experience to which they are not accustomed. He

relies on his intimate knthedge of cinema to take what is old and make it new. Aaron
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Barlow compares Tarantino to Stephen King in that both understand where they need to
start their works.- For example, Tarantino begins most of his films as set in a certain’. ' °
genre, or in other words, a place that viewers are familiar and comfortable.with; “He then
moves awayfrom traditional conventions and “tutors” the audience toward understanding
a new way of getting into his work (Barlow 9). The process of tutoring through pastiche
takes a much more central position in both Jdckie Brown and Death Proof. Tarantino
uses his knowledge of past works to inform his diegesis in those two ﬁlms, as he uses
references and alluswns to place spec1ﬁc hlstorlcal perrods in dralogue w1th the present.
In Dogs and Pulp he pastlches character and ﬁlm types from the 197 Os but he does not}
situate them in connection to contemporary types or eras. HIS tutorlng m those ﬁlms is
more ofa tutonné of style and affect (through shock) whereas Jackze and Death Proof
also ’brlngs the“crrtlcal werght of the past meeting the present. These two films rework
the 'limitati‘ons‘ of Dogs and Pulp by showtng how current views of the 19708 can be put
in dialogue with past views of the 1970s to compare and contrast‘-cultural memory with
 history. No longer can the past be voided through reversibility. Tarantino does not
simply take the old and make it new; he shows the ways in which the past inforrns the
present. In regard to gender he focuses on the ways in which genres traditionally
associated with masculinity can now be more conducive to women. Femininity is thus no
longer trivialized or distanced through violence in the same manner as Dogs and Pulp.

Race is also less prioritized as Tarantino places nostalgia for black seventies

hypermasculinity in a position where it can be critiqued.

Frederic Jameson states that our society is more interested with current

perceptions of the past than it is with the past itself:
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" [IJn a world in which stylistic innovation is no longer posSible, all thaf is leftis to
imitate dead styles, to speak through the masks anc»l‘wi’t’h th¢ vﬂ(')‘iges of the styles in

) the imagi:nary.;vnusv_eum;. But ;this_mea»ln‘s tha:t coniemb;)rary :or postqu_erpi.stkart is
N going'to be 'z.lb'o-ut arty.it‘sel.f 1n a new kind of Way; even more, it means that one of
its essential messages will involve the necessary failure of art and the aesthetic,

: the failure of the new, the iinpﬁsdnment of that past: a 8j_5 v

Todd Haynes shows w1th Far From Heaven, that pésticﬁe cah beused tosuccessfully
gomment on the real and the artificial. Hayr'ies’ .s_l:lcce;c,‘; vqxi‘sj‘ts’ partly m his va}:bili.ty ‘to'_.tlake
from ﬁlms that are in themselves often pro greSSife'and vgqbiélly_;l'éle\}anf;" Pasti;;hé isno’;
the issue for Taréntino,‘ what is the issﬁé” is that he nc;.‘eyd‘.s; o be more éélectivé, and in
Jackie Brown and De‘athv _Prqof,{ hg pllggcs the. past in dial_qgue Wiph the present in order to

re-evaluate our relationship with nostalgia.



37

Chapter Two -

Doing what she can to Survive: Pam Grier is Jackie Brown
Mr. Pink: . ..Hey, | know what I'm talking about; black women ain’ t the same as white women. Go ahead
and laugh, you know what | mean. What a white bitch will put up with, a black bltch won t put up with for
a minute. They got a line, and if you cross it, they fuck you up.

Eddie: I've got to go along with Mr. Pink on this. I’ve seen it happen.

Mr. White: Okay, Mr. Expert. If thlS is such a truism, how come every nlgger I know treats h|s woman like a
plece of shit? ‘

Mr. Pink: I'll make you a bet that those same damn niggers who were showing their ass in public, when
their bitches get 'em home, they chill the fuck out. - Reservoir Dogs

“Well, I've flown seven million miles. And I've been waiting on people almost 20 years. The best job |
could get after my bust was Cabo Air, which is the worst job you can get in this industry. | make about
sixteen thousand, with retirement benefits that ain't worth a damn. And now with this arrest hanging -

over my head, I'm scared. If | lose my job | gotta start all over again, but I got nothing to start over with. Il . -

be stuck with whatever | can get. And that shit is scarier than Ordell.” - Jackie Brown

After M. Pmk finishes Iectunng Mr Whlte on the dlfferences between black
Women and whrte women Nlce Guy Eddie (Chrrstopher Penn) seconds hIS opinion by
referencmg a black waitress (Elols) who worked at one }of his “daddy’ ” restaurants. He
_ rudely describes her as the klnd of y womarr that every guy who met her “has had to jack
" off to at least once.” E&die combares Elois to the police woman from the blaxialeitatien
inspired television series Get Chrisiy Love (1974), and his story ends wrth him explaining
vhovvv Elois got so fed up with being mistreated by her husband that she. super-glued the' |
man’s penis tohis belly.. The men cringe at the image, but they are seemingly impressed
by a woman who ‘is both sexually desirable' and physically aggressive. Eddie believes
- that the character Elois resembles,wes played by Pam Grier, but Pink quickly corrects
him: “No, it wasn't Pam Grier——-—Pam Grier was the other one. Pam Grier made the
movies. Christie Love was like a Pam Grier TV show, without Pam Grier.” Pink’s

response acknowledges the similarities between the two women (Teresa Graves played
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I;oye), but he also suggests that Grier should be viewed as the definitive example of a

. hot, bad-ass woman. The sequence is one of many of seemingly insignificant moments
from Reservoir Dogs. The discussion has little to do with the plot, but it does have a l0t
‘to do with Tarantino. Mr. Pink and Eddie’s racially’charged rant coincides with

| Tarantino’s own fascination with black women being sexually desirable yet also
dangerously aggressive, even masculine. Tarantino here lays out his nostalgic view of
Grier’s'screen persona; but he also highlights men’s anxlety over women’s anger, -

" specifically the rage of a black woman. -~ .

| Sharon Willis points out that the 'sar‘ne?anxietyi 1saddressed in ‘The :Bonnie
Sltuatron segment from Pulp Fi zctzonl After Vlncent accrdently shoots Marvin (Phll
LaMarr) he and J ules have to stop in at J 1My s (Quentm Tarantlno) house to clean up
the mess. J 1mmy is 1nﬁ1r1ated by the unexpected v151t as h1s wrfe Bonme is due back from-_
work within the hour. Jules explams the ¢ severlty of the 51tuatlon to Marcellus, and
' Marcellus—--.surpnsmgly empathetlc—enhsts the services of one of his top ernployees R

(The Wolf, played by Harvey Keltal) to make sure the situation is cleaned up before,

Bonnie returns home and freaks out:'

If Marcellus Wallace may ﬁgure the law of the ﬁlm h1s author1ty is superseded

| by that of the black woman, J 1mmy ] w1fe, whose 1mage after all he supphes for -

i .us Thrs very address shows the father to be deﬁc1ent The ﬁgure of the black

- 'woman 1nterrupts his authorlty, since even Marsellus fears Bonme. Of course this
is part of the segment’s comic effect: all these ylolent aggressrve rnales, including N
the most hypermascullnlzed Marsellus are rntlmldated by the absent unseen

‘nurse—the phallic Mommy (WllllS 206)
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Willis goes Gn to further discuss Bonnie as Tarantino’s alibi for using facial epithets.
This goes back to the notion of Tarantino trying fo be an outsider with insider privileges.
‘In other words, by placing a black woman in a position of power, Tarantino is attempting
to resolve his own guilt about his dialogue’s appalling treatment of blacks and women.

' The same coulci be argued in regard to the entire impetus for Jackie Brown, but either
way; he is making an effort to distance his work from claims of.misogyhy and racism.
By giving Grier na.rrative agency inv Jackie Browﬁ, Tarantino’s portrayal of femininity

' can no longer be relegated to mere sex'l.lalli'zed con\;ersations and off screen dominating
mofher figures. In Jackie, he distances himself from his previous repression of 'femininity'
by using Grier as a means to contest the idea tilat aggression is solely connected to -

masculinity. - The film re-contextualises Grier’s star image with the goal of both homage
and re-invention. Tarantino uses pastiche in Jackie to inform the viewer of J ackie’s past
and showcase Grier’s talent as an actress. At the séme time, he highlights the ambiguity
and instability of both masculinity and femininity'by showca;iﬁg Grierfs gbility to access

“behaviour associated with each gender.

Tarantino became a star after Pulp Fiction, and his status as the indie auteur of the
nineties was set. He wasina positidn that most directors can only dream of, as he had
the freedom to do a project of his choice. Afte_r a brief string of acting roles in Robert
Rodriguez films (Desperado [1995] and From Dusk Till Dawn t1996]—which he also
wrdte), Tarantino returned to directing with the highly anticipated Jackie Brown—an

adaptation of the Elmore Leonard novel, Rum Punch (Delacorte Press, 1992)."3 The film

B The move was surprising as Tarantino frequently refers to himself as a writer/director and often focuses
on his ability to start from scratch. : Pulp Fiction had also just won him an Oscar for best original - :
screenplay. . . o TR T
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is a-highly faitilful re‘visiQ'n\of the Leonard work, with the biggest variation being that
Tarantino's protagonist is African Américan (Pam Grier). In the novel, Jackie is white . -
and her last name is Burke. Tarantino uses Brown for the film version because it works
as an allusion to F oxy Brown, Grier's iconic blaxploitation character. Grier n%ade aname
for herself in the evarly seventies with roles in action films produced by American -+
International Pictures.!* She became a mbvie star within the blaxploitation cycle but was
only marginally known by the “vast majority” of the ﬁimgoihg audience at the tim¢ S

" (Jacobson, 43).> After her éontract with AIP ended (1975), Grier tried to b’ranéh out into
more mainstream studio pictures (Drum [Steve Cafver," 1976], and Greased Lightning -
[Michael Shultz, 1977]), but had little success. - She failed to land any major releases;‘ and
by 1978 she was not able to accfuire any lead roles. Her quick rise and fall from stardom
thus seemed representative of a success ﬁmited toa partig:ulai' market and cultural

moment,

With Jackie Brown, Tarantino gave Pam Grier the role tha;t\ she had long been
denied. Hi'svintention was to revive her career in the same way that he did with John
Travolta. People wanted to know if Tarantino could surpass his previously succés_sful :
casting moves by reigniting a career that was less memoréble than Travolta’s. Jackie
Brbwh ‘was conceived as a star vehicle for Grier, and since it had been over twenty years -
since her last leading role, the anticipation was high. When cons;tructing a star image,

one of the most straightforward and deliberate of all textual strategies is promotion (Dyer,

* The films are cateéorized as Blaxploitation and they include: Black Mama, White Mama (Eddie Romero
1973); Coffy (Jack Hill 1973); Scream, Blacula Scream {Bob Kelljan 1973); Foxy Brown {Jack Hill 1974);
Friday Foster (Arthur Marks 1974); Bucktown (Arthur Marks) Sheba, gB_qby (William Girdler 1975)

> Even at the time of her success, a handful of middlebrow and highbrow publications recognised the
irony in Grier’s position as a star. She was the cover story for Ms. Magazme in 1976, and was profiled by
both Newsweek and The New York Times. i c :



41

Stars, 60). As soen' in the second trailer for Jackie Brown, the film was partially -
promoted around the improbable circumstances of Grier retumiog to stardom (the trailer
begins with Quentin repeating ‘-‘Paro Grier is” three times before saying Jackie Brown).
Dyer states that a star image is defined by the fact that stars appear in ﬁlms, but that the
star is élso “a phenomenon of cinema” (Stars, 61). Grier’s presence in Jackie :Brown thus
adds to her star image—not only through her placement in the lead role—but by also -
highlighting her long absenoe away from the spotlight. By drawing attention to Grier’s
lack of leading roles, Jackie Brown seems to pose the _questioh: How hag thls happened?ll
In other}w‘ords, if a‘vcinevma lox-re:r like Tarantino wants heir‘i‘ni hlS ﬁlm, 'howi come no one
else‘ Illals?16 iromodiate feﬁeotio_n on‘“G-rierfb"s‘ career .v’y.o'ulvd tsﬁgges\t (as I menfionod egflior),
 that ‘pe’r’ha‘p’s her suocess wevls dependooft ona ‘partickulor‘ oodienoe ata particqlar fime, but it
als'q' 'guggosts that Hollywood offers httle ‘t_o oo subsiantial roles fof Afrioan Amorjcan
Qomeo even_fooay. “ o -

.

Jackie Brown is not a blellxploitation‘ film, but it's fully informed by the history of -
that film cycle. In choosing Grier to play Jackie, Tarantino brings the complexity of her
star discourse into play in his pastiche aesthetic. Grier necessarily brings the baggage of -
her acting career to the role of Jackie Brown, and the result is a film that ultimately
- comments on stardom, aging, and Hollywood. Throughout Jackie Brown, Tarantino uses
music,‘mise-en-‘s’cené, and dialogue to connect Jackie to Grier's former roles and star
persona. Janet Staiger, in reference to JFK (Oliver Stone, 1991), states that a postmodern
approach to history in film can position viewers to “recognize that the movieisa

subjective version of the past” (53).  Although not a specifically historical film, Jackie

18 Of course the irony is that this works to also add to the star power of Tarantino himself.
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Brown employs a similar strategy, as Tarantino us’es‘ music to inform the viewer that Pam
Grier and Jackie Brown are linked: the soundtrack, in fact works to emphasize how
important Grier's star image is to the overall logic of the film. In doing 50, Tarantino
reframes her cinematic history to suggest that she is (and was) more thana - . - 3
hypersexualised action heroine. - Grier’s past roles signify a screen persona that can
perform the same rage fuelled aggression of Elois, but Tarantino wants to show that this
is only half the story. - | |
” Through an analysia of rnuy'silc., narrative, and stardorn, I will highlight how

T.arantinonses pastrehe to puthrier"é perforrnance in dralo gue with her own star image '-
as vvell as to '}cornmentonthe nature of c:i:nematic nostalgia. f Cornpaﬁsons will aiso be
drawn to hovv Robert ifo\rster’s; star rrrlage is referenced, Wlth an yemphasis on h1s |
relationshrp with J aekie; Thisﬁ ehapter wilt expylorejthes.e isstreé in order to sug;“ge'st that
previous cr(’itic'ismks ot‘ Tarantino’s“pastiche eannot he fully ’app'lried.tol Jaékz’e Brown. | The

star and music-focused uses of pastlche in Jackie Brown tend to foreground issues of trme
and hlstory in asi gnlﬁcantly dlfferent manner than both Reservozr Dogs and Pulp “
- F iction. Tarantlno is no longer taklng from wherever he wants. Jackze Brown is, in fact,

a plvot film for Tarantmo as his postmodern aesthetic begrns to embrace more of the Ll
eriti‘call notential of pastiche. Dyer proposes that throughaocentuation, exaggeratron,:
e}oneent‘ration,iand s'election,‘ pastiohe can facilitate an experienee of prev1ous vvorks,
wh11e also providing an avenue 'fo)r oritieal .potentiavly_ and the' enpreésion of er’notion.v In
Jackie érown, the réféfeaées' and‘ allnsions eorne fron1 a speeit'rc nlaee and are appllied.

Strategieally to critioally-queStion how we connect with the p‘as't.. i
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~In her analysis of cultural memory, Marita Sturken argues that “all memories are

‘created’ in tandem with forgetting; to remember everything would amount to being
| overwhelmed by memory (T angled 7) Jackze Brown is as much about resurrectmg
Grier’s career as it is about both rememberlng and forgettmg the fraught hlstory of both
| blaxp101tat1on and seventles Amerlca Grler brmgs her c1nemat1c and soc1al hlstory to |
Jackie Brown, but the ﬁlm is far from a complete v151on of thls past As Sturken notes
“‘What we remember is h1ghly selectrve and how we retrreve 1t says as much about des1re
- and demal as 1t does about remembrance (T angled 7) Gner S past is used as part of the
| ﬁlm 's pastlche aesthet1c but time has also led to a re1mag1n1ng of her star 1mage Scenes

1nvolv1ng graturtous nudlty or exphclt yrole‘nce aretnowhere to be found in Jackz‘ek Brown
Tarantmo selectlvely leaves out these aspects of blaxp101tat1on in order to focus on\
: Grler s actrng ab111ty He wants to show that she can carrya scene through sheer
charlsma and dramatlc performance therefore explortatlve aspects of the genre are held
to. a mmlmum ’Sharon Willis states that Tarantmo ] ﬁlms advocate that we read hrstory |
' “by srftmg through the father s waste But that they do not goon to read what they ﬁnd
there (216). In Jackze Brown though Tarantlno wants to show that Pam Grler S
blaxplmtatm_n past was neyer simply about senseless v1olence and nudlty; | He tries to lift
Grier up from e)rploitation by glying her eatended sequences where the yiewer .slmply .
hangs out with her}and watches her work through problems yerbally; ra‘the’r:than -
_violently, By successfully showcasing Grier’s acting talent, he argues that blaxploitation
represents a moment in.ﬁlm history when‘African‘ Americans showed that they hadﬁthe’

capacity to flourish in the film business. By allowing Grier to,' carry a contemporary film,
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Tarantino suggests that her post-blaxploitation career decline was tied more to a lack of

opportunity than it was to any limitation in her abilities.

Sharon Willis points but that Tarantino_‘ is iﬁtereSted in turning “film histdry into
nostalgia” specifically in rélation to ViSiéns of masculinity as seen in seventies pop |
culture (21 5). While mascuiinity in seventies popular culture is‘hardly unifqrm; Tarantino
is clearly drawn fo the more aggressive de'pictions,'a‘nd this is what Willis takes issue
with. She also notes fhat; in his first two films, the diegetic world is without a specific -
historical place; thus, his‘ references ultimately fuel a separatioh between history and film.
- In contrast tb his earlier work, though, I'd argue that 'Jackie‘Brown provides a historical
 placement specifically through Pam Grier. Grier brings her blaxﬁlbitation pést to the film:
she stays cool under pressure, she is proud of herv black heritage, and she is adored by
men. In Jackie Brown, however, physical action is réplaced by speech. Instéad of -
exposing her breasts and throwing puric;hes, she now uses her intelligence to get what she-
~ wants. The fact that she has changed from being physically aggre;sive to cognitively
aggressive shows the pr'ogr_e}:‘ssion that has come With time. J ust as Grier's career quickly
faded out inlthe‘: late seventies, thepﬁen violent racial politics of blaxploitation
dimihished from populér American ﬁlm more generally, at least until thechyvABlagk:

" Cinema of the 1990s."” Jackie Brown marks a similar progression in Tarantino’s career

A

' Ed Guerrero highlights the factors that contributed to the fall of Blaxploitation in his article, “The So-
Called Fall of Blaxploitation.” He notes that several factors need to be accounted for: film industry
economics, political influences, and changes on the cultural front in regard to a shifting of styles (i.e. soul

- to disco). As Guerrero notes: “By mid decade black people had shifted from the collective "we" of black
rebellion and "equal rights" to the economic self-interest of the "equal opportunity" "me"...”(90). The
result was that Studios also did not need to create projects solely concerned with black issues because
African Americans were now going to the theatre to see all types of Hollywood films. The fiscal state of
Hollywood also started to improve by the mid-70s and low budget exploitation pictures were not as .
necessary now that the general public (including African Americans) were flocking to see films such as The
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as-well. In the decision to-explore female agency and the c‘fiti‘calpotential of pastiche,
Tarantino is able to showcase his development as a director.

Jackie BrO\;vn nd longér'sacriﬁééé. férﬁihiniiy in hér’ égétéésiVeness, but ‘fh‘e
pﬁoﬁfiZafion of her past in the ﬁlm, sﬁggeéfs fh_atls;.h/e has oniy goften .toithi>s' pomt .
1.b.ec_auée of her pfevioﬁs exbefience. Iﬁ o;cher words, Jackie is abie foi successﬁJlly o
er‘nbr'aéé;énd ﬁtiliZe fefninine behévidﬁr bebausé she has ﬁreviously embréced‘éctiéns \
| éode;i és maéculinzeﬂ. :Hef fnewfouhd ability to uSé’ Spéech -an’d decéption to her advantage
1s ';I:araﬁtiﬁ()‘;'s 'Way of distancing her from :h'er former imagé, whife siniﬁltaneoﬁsly

alluding to it. Her transition from hypersexualised action heroine to middle aged femme

- fatale is meant to show Grier’s flexibility as an actress and Tarantino’s taleﬁt asa
pasﬁché artist. By using her stardom as a driving force of the film, Tarantino is also
trying to reframe his previous conventions for screening race and gender. ‘Through Jackie
vhe foregrounds aspects of femininity and race that his previous films showed littlé interest

Ny

in developing.

;/id:c'kie Brown télls 'th;: story of a 4O-sométhii'11<g‘ steWardess who gets 'cat\ight
illegally carrying money and cocaine. Two federal agents (Ray and Mark, played by
Michael Keaton and Michael Bowen) take her into custody and pressure her to reveal for
- whom she works. Jackie plays it cool; she knows if she says too much she will ﬁrobably
' be killed by Ordell (Samuel L Jackson),~he; employer. After Ofdell bailslherout of jail
and then threatens her with violence, Jackie enlists the hrelp of her bail bondsman, Max’

Chcrfy, to assist her in a plan to fool the federal agents and to steal Ordell’s money. - She

Godfathe‘r_’(Francis Ford Coppola, 1972). See Guerrero’s chapter, “The Rise and Fall of Blaxploitation”,
from Framing Blackness, for a more detailed outline of the history of Blaxploitation.
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wants to make one last attempt at acquiring the life she feels she deserves, and with
Max’s help, she succeeds. -In many wdys, Jackie BfoWn-follows the plot structure of the -
standard heist film: an original problem is set up, a plan is made, problems arise and are
accounted for, the protagonist succeeds, and the film ends. By the conclusion, Ordell is

| dead, ,tne Feds are satisfied, and Jankie is rich. However, the ending ’is not as optimistic as
one would expect. Though Jackie is clear, fhere isa subdued tone to the conclusion.
Wnile the money is clearly tne end goal, the excitément and the process of obtaining is

'~ almost as important. Tarantino speaks similarly about the overall film:

It’s always unfoldlng it’ snot a mov1e about J ackle figuring out in the ﬁrst ten
mlnutes how to get half a m1111on dollars and d01ng ;t—no' It’s llke lntle by 11tt1e
’1t starts commg to he1; as hfe and 31tuat10ns change and she s bemg torn in thls B
d1rect10n andthat It slowly enolnes and tnen from that pomt on, 1t’s stralght |
ahedd untll she does it. | It’s very novehstlc, m- that the,l first ninety mlnutes areﬁ Just‘
about ;hardéterizétion. :;fhen? it’s all. execuﬁon: the‘laét hdff-nour is jns;c tvhern) |

doing it, the money switches and all that. (quoted in Bauer 9). .

The charactersvarve driv¢n towards a common goal (success), and Tarantino uses dialogue
~asa means to expose each persqn’s desire. A largé majority of the film involves -
characters sitting around talking about their lives and what they want in the future. He
wants us to spend ﬁme with the characters so that we understand how everyone has
gotten to their respective places. Tarantino has stated that he would like viewers to walk
out of Jackie Brown saying, “I know those people now” (cited in Otto 1). In the context

~ of the project, knowing the characters f[akcs on a double meaning, as it refers to both their

- on-screen personas and their star image.
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By paralleling film history with contemporary filmmaking, Tarantino pays tribute
earlier work, and puts his personal spin on former characters. Instead of casting a woman
to imitate former Grier roles, he uses the real Grier to bring authenticity to the -
characterization and to portray what it may be like for a former action heroine to live in -
the p_resent day.” No longer are references thrown in just for the sake of it; instead,
pastiche becomes a process to both celebrate and critically comment on Grier’s‘plalce

within film history. .

Star Discourse:‘Pam Grier / Jackie Brown -

Before Jackze Brown Gner had not had a starrmg role in over twenty years and

Chnstopher S1ev1ng calls her castmg ‘one of the most 1mprobable movie star comebacks

in recent memory” (9) Grler spent the late sevent1es and all of the e1ght1es in supportmg
roles in both telev1s1on and ﬁlm w1thout appearmg in any con51derable hits. Slevrng

pomts out that her descent from star to strugghng actor is part1ally¢eﬂect1ve of a “lack of

" major financial success, coupled with the image of resohite independence and contempt

\
for the film industry conveyed in her interviews” (29)." Grier’s contempt came from her

frustration with being typecast. Sieving notes that AIP attempted to somewhat re-work

her image through the trimming of violence and nudity in her later blaxploitation films

(Sheba, Baby and Friday Foster), but that the response was negative. In other words, the

studio failed 'to realize that violence and nudity contributed to the central appeal of both

Grier and blaxploitation in general in the early seventies. - Of course Grier was not the

~ only casualty when blaxploitation fell. With reference to Grier and Tamara Dobson

(another female star of blaxploitation), Ed Guerrero describes the damage done to black

female stars when Hollywood ceased to make a profit froma particular formula: ™
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. Both women’s talents were pretty much confined to articulating the sex-violence-
action scenarios of cheap Blaxploitation vehicles, and when the studios unplugged

- the genre, both were unceremoniously dumped_, their fates in this sense paralleling
those of so many black women‘ with talent and high expectations before and aﬁer

~ them in Hollywood’s long discriminatory history (99-100). - i -

What added to the sense of dlsappomtment in Gr1er was that she felt as though her roles
were makmg a dlfference for everyday women: “I have fan ma11 that you read and
sometlmes I almost weep from what dwomen were gettlng out of 1t They were saymg I
was do1ng and saying what they Wanted to say” (quoted in Mask 94) In descrlblng
Grrer S blaxplortatlon roles Mia Mask refers to them as, encapuslat[lng] the ethos of
personai frustrat1on sexual frustratlon and pohtlcal upheaval permeatmg Amencan
s001ety (60). In other words, Gner was more than ]ust a “bad-ass chlck,” she was also

representative of her cultural moment.

Though blaxploitation films were all about over-the-top action, some actually
paused (albeit briefly) to consider the morality behind Violence.v. Take Coﬁfu t:or example.
Coffy is arevenge film where Pam Grier plays a woman who has lost her sister to drugs
| and now seeks vigilante justice. The film begins with Coffypluring adrug lord‘;in‘to an
intimate encounter so that she can blow his head off with a shotgun. In the same
'sequence, she also lethally injects ajunkie (off-screen), and both deeds are supposed to
be justiﬁed because she has a younger sister whose life has been destroyed by these men.
- The film does not fully support Coffy s actions though. Later on, Coffy drscusses the

‘1dea of v1g11ante Justlce w1th her frlend Carter (W1111am Elhot) Carter a by the book

police ofﬁcer dlsagrees w1th Coffy ] eye-for -an-eye mentahty He states that k1111ng one
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mén, or a few men, does nothing in the overall scheme of fighting the war on drugs.
Later in the film, Coffy begins to tell Carter about her own violent act and how it was -
driven by a dreamlike fury, but the conversation is intermpted when the phone rings.
Cofty never does get to finish her confes‘sion;'as Cai'ter is violently attacked a few - s
minutes later by 'rhasked hoodlums.. Consequently, Coffy goes on to commit more -
“violent acts in her Quest for justice, but her own self-doubts are re-confirmed in the final
scene. ‘After killing her corrupt boyfriend (Howard, played by Booker Bradshaw), Coffy
. throws her shofgun down in disgust and walks aimlessly towards the beach. She is
distraught for having been deceived by the ﬁ;an she loved; but the scene can also be read
as her starting to see the lqgic in Carter’s words. When leaving the house, Coffy pauses
to take one last look at her destruction. The viewer is nofgranted her point of view.
though, as the camera never presents a reverse shot. I—IoWeve;, the 'screams of Howard’s
mistress can be heard in the background, and they Work to expose the horrific nature Qf
violence. In order to avoid further gloriﬁcation of murder, ti;é ~viewe'r is denied one last
look at Howard’s bloOdy corpse. ‘Instead, thé ﬁnal shot is a freeze frame of Coffy
walking down the beach accomp’aniedWith‘the sound of the Roy Ayers ’andea\rl Clayv' :
song, “Shining Symboi.” Her slow, methédical walk away from the camera corﬁbined
with the hppeﬁﬂ ,music‘ suggests that she is going to put Violence behinq hcr,las she is
- now beéinning to reélize that kiiling déalers, pushers, and cfoOked politicians,doe‘s
nétﬁing io sol‘lv_e\ 't}.u’a overall problem. Coffy éeeé ﬁrsfc hand fhat ‘Sch;,ietalv conditions are to

blame, and that no single ind_ividlial can be the cause or remedy of widespread suffering.

" F oxy Brown, which was originally set to be a sequel to Coffy, saw Grier once-

again team up with director Jack Hill. ' While Foxy shares the révenge' plot of Coffy, the *
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tone and execution are in sharp contrast to Coffy’s contemplative take on violence. Foxy
- is more of a straight forward action film that glorifies reactionary. violence, and that lacks
fhe more subdued.tone of Coﬁ. Right from the opening titles, Foxy annouﬁces a
-departure from Coffy. The film begins with Grier (in multiple outfits) dancing in front of
brightly coloured silhouette image‘s of herself.  She stylishly combines dancing with
f maftial arts aé she moves to ‘the beat of Willie Hutch’s title track.- Thevreverllge plot in
F osz is driven both by the fnurdér 6f Foxy’s boyfriend an_d by her own rape at the hands
- of white rednecks who work fdr,the villainous Katherine Wall (Kathryn Loder).
Katherihe'and her partner Steve (Peter Brown) run a corrupt brosti'aition ring that fronts
as a fashion company, and they specialise in projtecting'members of a drug syndicate by
providing sexual favours to criminal judges. Foxy manages to bring down Kétherine’s ‘
empire with the help of a local black power group, and in the film’s climactic moment,
she and the group castrate Steve. In the ﬁnal’scené, Foxy;deli\)ers the penis to
Kafherine—before shooting her in the arm—and then drive‘s"a\u‘zvay- with one of the group
members who helped her out. The toné at fhe end of Foxy is one that sugge;ts\ she and

“the group are just getting started with their vigilante justice and that violence isa viable

political tool.

The tonal differenc;es between Foxy Brown and Coffy are reminiscent Aof the
differenceg betWeeri Pulp F iéti;h and Jackie Brown. Whereas Pulp is prlmanly
concerned with 6Véf;thé-tdﬁ' eﬁteﬁaihment, Jackie Broﬁﬁ isa nuanced "élhe(iract“e‘r study'; B
Ad?eﬁaline pumping, infahfiié violence is fﬁé ho;*'rn. in Pulp and more fc:ea’\l.isti’c.;»)roblheirns,
such as dﬂe’s iﬁlace ih sOciéty;\afé deait w1th 1n jackié Brown 'faréntir{o st:rategiéallly‘re-

contextualises Jackie’s bla'klpllc)i‘tatibn past, but Coﬁﬁz is the film he most directly imitates.
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Jackie is a character who is at odds with her lifestyle. Even before she gets busted by the:
authorities, the opening titles reveal her as struggling with her éituation'. Jackie is a
woman who suffers from many of the limitations that black, middle-aged women in
America face every day as she struggles to make ends meet. Jackie'is Coffy twenty years
later; only iﬁstead of being a nurse who is distraught over criminal behaviour, she is an.
airpiane stewardess who is distraught over her own lack of success. Tarantino replaces
the doubly motivated plot‘of Coﬁfv (clean up the streéts and avenge her sister), with a
* singular focus that sees J ackie breaking out of her own situation.

Like Cofty, Jackie has the ability to use viol‘ence” when the situation ’d,emands it.
For example, when Ordell aﬁerhpté to threatén_ her,: she tums the tables on him: "

Ordell: Is that what I think it is?

- Jackie: What do you think it is? -~ :
" Ordell: I think it’s a gun pressed up againstr my dick.
Jackie: Well you thought right. Now take your hand; ffon“t around my throat,
nigga.
'. Ordell: What the hell’s wrong with you, Jackie? |

Jackie: Shut the fuck up and don’t you move! (as she presses him agaihst the

window)
The only time Jackie uses a racial slur in the film is when she is using force. She ..
temporarily resorts back to Grier's old perso'na‘ because the situation demands it. Unlike
‘Grier’s previous ﬁlms though, Jackie does not kill Ordell. She_knows that this would
| thy hurt her chances of living a better life, and like C.foy,"‘she no Ionger stands for the

same sort of vigiiante juStiée,that she used to. In blaXploitaﬁon cinema, the protagonist
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often sought revenge for the assault of a loved one;'this violence was normelly directed at
pimps, war lords, and other urban criminals. Guerrero points out that those revenge
‘scenarios were meant to stress"community concerns, yet it was often only the protagonist
| ’\‘/vho triuﬁphed 'akt‘the end He elso states that although defenders often cite the films as
accurate portrayals of “social reality”, the truth is that black women “could find little in
fheh* edoie§cent-male-fantasy-orientated roles to identify with” (Guerr‘e‘ro-' 99- 102); ‘In
other words, the depiction of social conditious and the motivation for action may_haye
been someWhat aecurate, but the actual application was pure self-indulgent fantaSy.
 Jackie cannot be an exact version of Coffy, but she can keep parts of Coffy alive, and
‘what Tarantino does; is place Jackie in a position where there is no confusion over what
* she is fighting for. She do’és everything solely for her own benefit, and this is one of the
ways Tafantino' separates the film from being an updated version of a blaxploitation
work.!® Instead, the film works as a meahs 6 re-think blaxploifétion cinema.
Throughout the ﬁlm in splte of her relative separat1on from the black communlty,

" Tarantino keeps Jackie aligned with a black sen51b1hty One way he does thls is through
the mise-en-scéne of her apartment ‘She keeps the set-up quite basic, but an assortment
- of African decor marks the space as her own. One of the main portraits visible to the
viewer is “Visions of Black” by Frank Frazier. Frazier released a majority of his work in
the 197st _an_d{wes knownfor foreg;ounding issues of “the_bleek experience”. Hevoften

used images that promote ancestry and tradition, and Jackie’s link to his work /further

* In some ways this also mirrors the individualist focus of blaxploitation heroics as well. Tarantino has also
stated that having Jackie as a black woman does however change her characterization from the original
novel: “1 like the idea of following a female lead character. | think | have an extremely unfair rap from
people who say, ‘Ah but can he write women?’ The only reason they’re saying that is because | did
Reservoir Dogs first. | really love the idea of following a black woman in her forties. It’s funny, but | do
feel that Jackie Brown is mine. She’s the same character as in the book, but making her black affects her
because her life experiences are different and her dialogue is different” (quoted in Bauer, 237).
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suggests that she was and is concerned with maintaining an identity a’ssociatedeith racial
politics. = - |
S‘tar Discou’rs’e:» ;Samu'el L lVJacks‘on / Ordell
Jackie is a character often informed by Grier’s authentic connectionto . -
blaxbloitation while Qrdell’s 1s informed by Samuel L. Jackson’s connection to Jules
from Pulp Fiction. There is no denying that Ordell’s quick, rhythmic dialogue is on .
. display whenever he is in the scene, but his character works invopposition to Jackie.
Ordell certainly has his moments where he thinks he is in control but he is completely
dependent on others to create thrs facade Through his mampulatlon of both Lewis
' (Robert De Nrro) and Melanre (Brldget Fonda), Ordell embraces a performatlve deprctron
of seventles Afrrcan Amerrcan coolness He makes Melanie answer his phone when he
can easﬂy do 1t hlmself, and he refers to her as his “little surfer grrl”.y Ordell hkes the fact
ihat Melanie 1s white, and heuses this fact to enhance his mas’culi_r\iity'. lle also Egoes out
- of his Way toimpress Letizis by using violence, and his knowledge of the sltreelts.' lihewise
suggest how‘ authentically bad-ass he is. Ordell strives to be associated w1th th\e‘same
kind of aggressive masculinity of blaxploitation cinema, but unlike Jackie, his character

lacks the kind of history that Grier can provide.

In terms of star dlscourse Pulp Fiction was undoubtedly J ackson s most famous
role to date (Jules) 19 I the ﬁlm he famously dehvers long, pseudo-mtellectual speeches

that are meant to be quoted and remembered Also by the end of the ﬁlm Jules has a

Do The Right Thing and Jungle Fever (Spike Lee, 1989, 1991) are also weII known at this point, but he
was a supporting actor in both,
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spiritual epiphany.that causes him to turn away from a life of crime. In some ways, his
role as Ordell can be read as an alternate version of Jules—who instead of leaying' the -
criminal world, decides to branch out on his own. They both talk in a loud, thythmic
style?‘ and they both fear black women (Bonnie in Pulp). The difference‘between the two,
though, is that Jules exists in a diegetic world where his personality is seen as the ultimate
form of coolness. ‘Pulp is a film characterized by energetic\rhythms and exaggerated :: -
styles, whereas Jackie Br‘o’Wn is more nuanced and soulful, and thus more closely aligned
- with reality. |

Ordell’s performative diSplay work’s‘ to separate Jackze Brown from Pulp F iction
in terms ‘of vauthenticity. | J ackson’s po‘svturing. of }bl.a.ck} rnascutinity from Pulp 1s ’re-t‘ramed
w‘ithin' (‘)rdellt With Tarantino placing Ordell against Jackie, he is able to show the
difference between 'a performance with no relation to history and a performance directly
informed by ﬁlm_history. The same goes for the two films, as Jackie Brown embraces a
~more critical approach to pastiche than Pulp. Ordell’s connection\to in-authenticity can

be read as Tarantino trying to distance himself from his earlier characterizations.

Ordell represents a tradltlonal form of rnascuhmty whereby women are seen are
obyects success is only 11m1ted to how much ambltron you have and anythmg is p0551b1e
| as long as you are w1ll1ng to put in the work to get 1t Ordell has made hlS money through
hard work and although he isa cnmmal ‘Tarantino wants you to respect hlS des1re for
. success He may be a monster in that he kllls those who stand 1n h1s way, yet this is
_ presented as logrcal for sorneone who must work the streets However Melame pomts
out that Ordell “moves hlS hps when he reads and that he )only repeats what he hears |

'from others Tarantlno thus has Melame dehver thls 1nformat10n because he wants the
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\ 7
viewer .to know that Melanie also sees through Ordell’s performance. Even though

Jackie is the center of the film, her success is dependent on friumphing. over Ordell, and
to do this she must further expose the performaﬁve nature of Ordell’s “cool” black
masculinity. Like Melanie, Jackie can already see through Ordell, but shé cannot let him
know this. ,Instead, she has to let him think he has control, only to undermine his
credibility by enlisting the help of Max Cherry. Tarantino’s use of Samuel L. Jackson in
-the role helps foreground hié intent fo re-frame his pre?ious convention for screening

- gender and ra;:e. Black masculine perfdrm'ativity is mocked in Jackie Brown, where it is
celebrated in Pulp F. iétion. No lc‘)ngeri is perfqrmative black masculinity the deﬁnitive
form of coolness, and Tarantino is. thug shoWihg a trénsition tdwards t’aking‘ a ;:rli‘t.ical‘ |

stance in his work.

‘Sta‘r Discourse: Robert Forster / Max Cherry ... . . ... |
| Though Jackie Browh is primarily a star vehicle for Grif:r, it is also works as one
for Robert Forster as well. He plays Max Cherry; a'man who has;hccessfully run a bail
bond business for over twenty years. Max is the kind of guy who lives by the book and
v takes few chances when it éomes to his situation. Max is single and good at his job, he
often reads, and goes to the movies. Like Jackie, Max’s character is also infonﬁed by .
Forsfer{s cinematic past. Forster’s most famous role is arguably as John Cassellis in
Medium Cool (Haskell Wexler, 1969). -In the film he plays a television news rei:)orter ?
who has a desire to‘co.ver, real storie_s from the streets of Chicago. One of his stories is a
piece about a locail African American man who finds $10,000 in the back of a cab and - -
,turnls it over to thé police.: kIn one of the film’s most pivotal scenes, John is following up

on his interview with the man and is approached by 3 or 4 of the man’s friends. They are
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descr‘ibed as black militants, and they co)nfront'l ohn on what his intentions are. Taken
aback, John tells the first man that he V\;ill not listen to anything he says if it is presented
via aggress1on The man replies by telhng John that he cannot successfully present a
story ona black man’s troubles because heArs “not black enough . The camera then cuts
to two other m111tant men as they break the fourth wall wh11e they elaborate on the
challenges the med1a presents to Afr1can Amencans What g1ves the scene an added

sense of power is that a reverse shot of ] ohn is never shown We do not see hrs response

- as the ﬁlm suggests that he may not have one.?

- In Jackie Brown there are‘ no direct cues or references to Mealium Cool, but the
numerous similarities between the two characters suggests that Tarantino wants Max to
be read as an alternative, older version of John. Both men are consumed by their
professions;:bothstay, cool in the face of conflict, and both are c'onfronted about their
association with black’ness.k' For example, when Ordell comes to Max’s office he
- immediately notices that Max has a picture on the wall of himselfand'his employee
Winston (Tommy ‘Tiny’ Lister) in a friendly embrace. Ordell comically comments on : |
the size of Winston (in the novel he is a former boxer), and suggests that itWasMax?s,
idea to take the picture. Ordell thus implies that the reason Max took the picture‘was to
show that he is close friends with a black man, and that he has protection if anyone wants
to messes with him. Ordell reads Winston’s presence as evidence of Max’s insecurity in
dealing with aggressive black men. Max neglects to comment, but when plac.ing his

character in connection to John Callis, the placement of the photograph does read as Max

partly trying to legitimize hisposition as a friend to the black community. The scene also

2 John seems almost like a stand in for mainstream journalism as a whole, and this could be why the
characters address the camera directly.
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mirrors Tarantino’s placement of Grier in the film. By having a black woman as his .

protagonist he is able to combat earlier criticisms of racism in his films.*!

Tarantino alludes to a Sp'eciﬁc moment in Forester’s past to set up Max as
sﬁomeo"ne who is very aware of it how it looks fo be workihg in and wigh the black:
cdmmuhity. Ordell continues to pfessure Max into doing what he wants. However,
while Max may be overly-aware of his whiteness, he shows no signs of fearing Ordell,
and he never lets him get the upper hand. He states, “Is white guilt supposed to make me
forget I'm running a business?” Ordell—re»alizing that Max is a cooler customer than he |
‘imagined——backs down. In‘ regard to Medium Cool, the; black militants are given priérity
(and the Iéﬁt word), but in Jackie Brown, Ordell is mocked. Max is unfazed by Ordell
because he does not view him in the same way that John vi.ewed the militants; and this
suggests that Max is also able to see Ordell’s persona as one of imitation. Max’s .

+

connection to history also‘ allows Tarantino to suggest that Max may be more capable of
~convincingly acc"e'ssing black “coolness” than Ordell. In the logic\(‘)f the film, Max’s -
qonnegtion to thc past allows him to accurately separate authentic_: biack masculinity from
inauthentic poétuﬁng. His self assured awareness—in comparison to Ordell’s over-the-
top attitﬁde¥implie‘s' that race is no 'lonéer the deﬁniﬁg factor for underétaﬁdihg; or at |
1é‘a'§t reéd'gni‘zing, the blaék experiénéei In other words, the speéch made by' the black’
militants in Medium Cool no longer carries the same conndtétioris, és Ordell shows less
of an awareness of “blé'c.knéés”.than Max. Max’s di‘svplay" of Stéely self cbntfol represehts
a re-franiin’g of coolness for Tarantino, Max’s lllu:mblehéfs:s= and asséftiVéﬁéSé (as opposed

to aggression) is in striking contrast to the performative hypermasculinity of the men in

z Interestingly enough, there is a picture of Grier and Tarantino |n a close embrace on the inside of the
DVD jacket of the film.
( R



58

Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction. In some ways, however, it may be Max’s whiteness -

that Tarantino is now privileging.

‘In Jackié‘ Brown, Tarantino continually m'c‘)’cks‘ what he considers to be inauthentic .
depictions of blackness, while prioﬁtizing authentic depictions throughout the film. By
using star discourse as a means to show Robert Forester’s charactér is superior to Samuel -
L. Jackson’s character in terms of masculiné coolness, Tarantino is using self-pastiche to
: showCasg the di‘fferences in approach between Pulp Fiction and Jackie Brown: The
unresolved issue, though, is the way in which white men are seemingly returned tc.>‘ a
priméf)" position. However, Jackie and Max’s relationship sbmewhat complicates this
! p'otential, as the pair view each other with mutual respect. Tarantino c‘ontinues' to
advogate that there can be gqthehtic d_epic;‘;iphs of f‘blackhess’f, but he is now crit_ically
uéing past experignce_to support_his,‘cilai‘ms. ,Hv_e se,lectively uses the actors’ st_ar images to
inform their characterizations, and he also uses music to further strengthen this intended

.

- re-contextualization.
Music as exposition

" Both Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction have been celebrated for their soundtracks
and Jackie Brown is no different. We learn a lot about Tarantino’s characters through
their taste in music and their breferred mode of playback. Like Tarantino, many of his
characters enjoy the sounds of the past. For Tarantino, memory and nostalgia are linked
to pop éulture, and music seems to fall ri ght below film in'his bersbnal hierarchy of
pleasur'e‘s.‘;]ackie Brown’s soundtrack diff;ers from his earlier films, though, as it has a

much more defined role within the plot. Both non-diegetic and diegetic music are
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utulized in Jackie Brown to reveal aspects of character that are not necessarily accessible
through visuals or narrative. Claudia Gorbman refers to the process of integration

between diegetic and non-diegetic music as metadiegetic:

- Significantly, the only element of filmic discourse that appears extensively in- = .=+ -

- nondiegetic as well as diegetic context, and often freely crosses the boundary line
- in'between, is music. Once we understand the ﬂexlbility that music enjoys with
respect to the film’s diegesis; we begin to recognize how many different kinds ’of
: functions it can have: temporal, spatial, dramatic, structural, denotative,
connotative—both in the diachronic flow of a ﬁlmand at various interpretive
~olevels. simultaneously. 22)
Tarantmo 'svyitches between dieéetic and non}k-dliegeti'c (sometimes w1thm the same scene)
1nserts in Jackie Browh to s_ignify which character may be in control of the situation.
In Reservozr Dogs the musm ts d1eget1c and’ as Ken Garner pomts out it exh1b1ts
‘a certam mood and rhythm for the characters that establishes the1r tastes and desires
(194) The soundtrack also acts as an ironic counterpomt to the visuals, as in the film's
1nfamous ear cuttlng scene. In Pulp Fiction, the soundtrack is similarly used to 1nchcate
mood (though not always dlegetlcally) chk Dale’s surf gultar 1nstrumental Mzszrlou
opens and closes the ﬁlm and the song functlons as a A sort of testament to not only the
psyche\of the characters but to the style of the productlon asa whole -F zctzon isa film
that tries to sustain a strong element of energy through a non-linear narrative, quick

clever dialo gue, violence, and shock tactics that work to keep the viewer entertained.
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Garner refers to it as a “distinct kind of musical intensity of style, to complement the

film’s verbal and visual exaggeration (196).

In Jackie Brown, music guides and informs the viewer to specific time periods

and films (thé seventies being the main one), so that the intended connection with the past

can be made.  In many ways the soundtrack functions to set up the mood of both the
characters and the ‘ﬁlm—as_in Dogs and Fiction—but the difference lies in Tar'anﬁno’s
o strategic use of pastiche in Jackie. Without the addition of music, Jackie Brown would
be a very strai ghfforward heist film. Th¢ é'oundtrack thus brings an added dimenSibn to
the characters that often heips the film explore aspects of their identity. Musical cues

- present the viewer with a degper level of insight at which the dialbgue and .n-arra.tive. only
i}int, and ;chisk ailc-)ws’ Fhe ﬁlm tq_’c;,’ﬁ;‘)l‘o“re thé‘cl‘lya‘lraé‘}tgr"s h.i»story‘and,‘ their rﬁétivaﬁons’ for

the future.

‘The metadiegetic potential of niuéic allows Tarantino to ﬁinher dévelop his re-

: co’ntextualization. of Grier’s blaxploitation history. Since Grier playé the protagonist, a
majority of the songs used within the film come from bIaxﬁloitation soundtracks. Jackie
Brown is not meaﬁt to be read as a contemporary blaxploitation film though—it works
instead as an homa\ge to these films. The placement of songs from past films works to - |
give Jackie a particular histofy. Also, the lyrics act as a guide to what she may Be going
through, and the SuggeStion is that perhaps not too much has changed sir;ce thé 1970s. In
other words, life in the 1990s may be just as challenging for a black womaﬁ as it was in

_the‘ 1970s.
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Jackie Brown begins with a shot of a blank wall at LAX.: Bobby Womack’s song
| "Across 110™ Street" plays and the tiﬂes begin. Jackie glides into the frame as she stands
still on travelator. She looks cool and calm ih her,stewarvdess‘uniform as the titles appear
in front of her. As the lyrics explain:
I was the thh*d hfother. of ﬁve / Domg whatever I haci te dc‘){‘te’ Survive :/ I;m not
saying Whaf Ildid was alright / Trying to break eht of theghetto Was Ya day to day
."ﬁght / Been dov§n so long, getting up didn’t cross’mry nﬁnd / I khe\;v'there \;vas a
~ better way of life that I was just trying to find / You doh’t knowrijhjat' yeﬁ’il ‘do

until you’re put under pressure / Across 110™ Street is a hell of a tester.

Right when Womack says tester, the title Qf the ﬁlm appears and takyes‘o‘ver the frame
(appea(ihg in the F oxy.BrQ‘wn‘ fgnt from the,o:r:iéinal movie pe‘ster).; As Qppesed to the . |
actor’s_ names whlch appear in froht of Jackie, the title covers her f_aee anei the,ly.rics.i
continue With:. “Across 110™ Street / Pimps trying to catch a 'i;voman who’sﬁweak.":" In the
- original film of the same name (Barry Shear, 1972), Womack’s song was combined with
shots of a Cadillac driving towards Harlem, establishing the settirig of 'the film. In Jackie
Brown, the song sets up and confirms both the character";s hackgfoun;d a‘nd“ the acfer’s
ﬁeffdnned past (Gafrief 193). Right away, Tarantino) displays hlS intent to have a single
character as the primary focus of the film. | |
" The stagihg of the title éeqhence is alse an obvious reference to The Graduate
(Mike Nicheié, 1967); and thus nods to the dillusi‘onment (ofJ aekie' and Grier) as a.key
focus of the film. The Graduate is likewise }‘amous for its use of musw as it employs a
soundtrack driven by pdp-mﬁsic' (i;\}ith “The Sound of Silence” by Simon and Garfunkel

as the opeher). The difference between the epenihgé i‘skthat;while Ben (Dustln Hofﬁhan)
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is being passed hy others, Jackie is the sole individual in the frame.- She knows that being‘
a single, middle-aged black woman is a tough spot to he rn, and shehas knows that she
can no longer let anyone stand in her Way. Both films have protagonists are unrnspired
by their surroundings, but Jackie and Ben are in opposing positions. Ben is youthful and
unsure of his place in the world,-wh\ile J ackie is middle-aged and tired of having to

' struggle to make ends meet Ben is also able to fall back on his upper-rniddle class
parents, whereas Jackie has no one. The lyrics to “Sound of Sllence tell ofa person who
' notlces how distant and lost somety is becomlng “People talkrng w1thout speakmg/
People hearlng w1thout hstemng / People wr1t1ng songs that voices never share / And no

- one dared / Dlsturb the sound of sﬂence ? Both The Graduate and Slmon‘ and

‘ Garfunkel’s score are 1nd1cat1ve of an evolvmg youth culture in the 19603 that began to
oue:stron somety The placernent of “The Sound of Sllence therefore vconlnects Ben to the
| present “Across 110th Street” 1nstead connects J ackre to the past‘ the early 1970s when
rac1al struggles;were at the.fo_refront of soul musw, and the songs "placernent suggests that

she is still facing the same problems as she was then.

The lyrics to "Across 110™ Street" highlight that Jackie has not lost her edge
though. She “will do whatever [she] has to do to survive,"’ and the song expresses her
desire to change her life for the better. The:character of Jackie Brorvn brings the
knowledge, experience, and maturity to “The baddest One-chick Hit-Squad that ever hit
town’; v(Original Coﬁﬁ) PoSter), Whieh'guarantees that she is no‘ttohe confuﬁsedf “witha

~ 'woman Who s weak.” The same goes for Grler as an actor She brlngs to the film the
8 hlstory of someone uvho has been in the busrness for over tvrrenty years and although she

has aged, Tarantino wants to show that she can still be a star. Jackie is associated with
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seventies R&B music throughout the film. Her identity is based around themes and *
implications within the music, just as it was in Grier's earlier roles.?? Jackie mimics the
style of the music as she always adopts a calm and cool demeanour When Ray is
1nterrogat1ng and threatenlng her, she stays calrn when Ordell trles to k111 her she shows

no signs of losing control.

~ In Jackie Brown, music acts as guide for the viewer to nnderstand who is in
control of what Sequences. As Jackie’s music opens the ﬁlnt, we know that it is going to
be her story, however, she is not the only character associated with seventies R&B music.
When Max first sees Jackie walking out of the prison, the R&B song, “Natural High”, by
Bloodstone plays non—dlegetlcally The musrc is accompanled by long shots of a
downtrodden Jackie slowly walking to the gates 1ntercut with close-ups of Max that
contlnually xoom 1n as Jackre annroaches The song is representatlve of Jackle s
' ‘muswal pornt of v1ew” belng dommant and Max falls for her rlght away (Mrklltsch

| 293) From that pornt on,J ackle has control over h1m and this is reﬂected through Max s

embrace of her mus1cal taste The lyrrcs ﬁlrther enhance Max s star struck gaze “Why

She may not be the aggressive crime fighter she used to be but she is still cool. She has dealt with
hardshlp before and she will do it again. Music does not always allude to merely posntlve aspects of
Grier’s persona though. When she is shown in prison the song that plays on the soundtrack is her own
“Long Time Woman”. She recorded the song for the prison film The Big Dollhouse (Jack Hill, 1971) and its
placement within Jackie Brown suggests that she is somewhat responsible for her own fate, as Tarantino
could be making a loose connection to her public bad mouthing of the film industry. When she gets picked
up by Ray and Mark for illegally transporting Ordell’s money, her imprisonment is a wakeup call. Her
situation with Ordell has been one of desperation, and with her arrest she now knows her position needs
to change. She should never have been working with Ordell in the first place, and her introduction to Ray
provides her with an opportunity to do somethlng about it. : :
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do I'keep my mind on you all the time, when I don't even know you? Why do 1 feel this

way, thinking about you every day, when I don't even know you?”

Max s passmn for Jackie can be read as a re-vrsromng of i rnterracral relat10nsh1ps
from Grrer S blaxplortatlon ﬁlms As Chns Holmlund pornts out “In the blaxplo1tat10n
ﬁlms whrtes are never her partners let alone (by‘ chorce) her lovers those pr1v1leges are
reserved for bla‘ck men” (102). When there are white men in Grler S blaxplortatron |

plctures they objectlfy her hypersexualrsed look and some have been raplsts (Foxy o
Brown). Max Cherry’s look of love represents a welcome change in terms of
blaxploitation’s take on interracial relationships. Instead of only seeing her as a sex -

symbol, he falls for her sheer presence and charisma.

In a later scene, Max stops by Jackie’ s apartment and she puts on some music for
hrm Max comments on her vrnyl collectlon and asks her why she has not embraced the
CD revlolution. She responds by telling him that she put too miich time into her
' collection and thatshe cannot be bothered with new music J acltie’s fasclnation with and
attachment to the past actually mirrors Tarantrno s use ot‘ Grier's star 1mage in the ﬁlm
When she chooses to play “Drdn { I Blow Your M1nd thrs Tlme‘?” by the Delfomcs she is
showrng Max a p1ece of her 1dent1ty and prov1d1ng him w1th a sense of her personal
hlstory, Just as Tarantmo uses Gr1er to show what kmd of ﬂlms he grew up on The song
is used dregetlcally to further emphasrze Jackie’s connectlon to the music and the tlme
per1od As she puts the record on, she slowly llghts a c1garette and casually moves to the
rhythm as she walks towards Max Max watches affectronately, as he knows he is in the
company of a woman who thrrves when.m her element. Max relishes m Jackie’s 1ntense

connection to soul music of the seventies, and he realizes that tWenty years of trying to |
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make it as a stewardess has forced her to put aside her true self. Her charisma is strong in
the scene, as the viewer ié also meant to share in‘ Max’s fascination. The dicgetic music -
works to showcase Grier’s appeal. She is shown aé passionate and desirable, and i -
Tarantino Captures her image without objectifying her body. ' Her performance elicits
emotioﬁ through a non violent, non-obj ectifled presentation that is connected toa '

- nostalgic and knowing view of the past. As Max sits back and watches, 'he"sées Jackie as
a woman who was, and is, an incredible presence, fully framed and informed by her past

- experiences.

SR -Tarantinoacknoﬁledges that Jackie’s (and Grier’s) plightis the driving force of
the film, but he also states that “Ordell is the rhythm, the soul of the movie” (Quoted iﬁ
Bauer, 238).: Ordeil’s quick, rhythrﬁié dial‘lb gue is on display whenever hé is in the scene,
but I disagree that his character is the soul of the film. Ordell certainiy has his moments
where he thinks he is in control, but the soundtrack also works to undermine his presence.
| Like jackie, Ordell brings é seventies African American coolness t\o his personé. On two
occasions the soundtrack alludes to Ordell being connected to the soul music of the
1970s, but it also undermines this connection. When Ordell prepares to kill Beaumont
(Chris Tucker), he plays ‘«‘Stfawberry Letter 23” by the Brothers Johnson. The Brothers
J bhnson'were an R&B group in the mid seventies, and they were best known for backing
up both Bobby Womack and the Supremes. Since Jackie has already been aligned with
Womack, the scene signifies that Ordell is vnot going to be able to compete with her past.
Also, as Ordell prepares to kill Beaumont (who has been tricked into hiding in the trunk),

he methodically slides on his gloves while attentively listeniﬁg to the music. At this

point, it is safe to assume that his calm and cool demeanour suggests to the viewer that he -
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is going to take caré of Beaumont in a precise manner. Instead, he drives around the -
corner (to a spot directly in front 6f house), turns off the car (and the music), npens the
trunk, 'shbots Beaumont twice, re-starts the.Caf (and the music), and leaves. Tarantino
‘i captures the sequence in one long, high angle shot that shnws\the absurdity of Ordell’s |
act. The fact that the music is off when Ordell comniits the murd¢r suggests that his
relationto R & B of the seventies is yet another perfo‘rrnance.: Whereas Jackie is in her

element when she embraces music, Ordell uses it for performing black macho coolness.

Tarantino further uses the snundtrack to 51gn1fy Ordell’é perforrnatlve nature
when he waits out31de Jackle s homé Wh1le Ordell sits in his car, he hstens toa Johnny
-Cash cover of “Tennessee Stud” (on1g1~na11y récorded by J1m£ny Dnlﬁwood). The chorus
goes as follows: “The T enneSScé stud was long and lean / The colour of the sun and his
| eyés were green / | He had the nerve and he had the blood / And there never was a horse
like the Tennessee stud.” Michel Chion refeis.to music ‘that .‘,fdirectlj expfess[es] its
| participation in the feelings of the scene, by taking on the scene’s ;hythm, tone, and
phrasing” as empathetic sound (8)." The fact that “Tennessee Stud” is a cover further
suggests thatOrdell may not be authentically ‘fcool”. as his persona is one of imitation.
Johnny Cash was also a white man with the nickname “The man in black”, and this adds
to the é’uggestion that Ordell’s display of African American masculinity is merely
posture—as opposed to J ackie who embraces the neal thing, as her past makes her a true
representatiye of “blackness” in the logic ‘of the film. Also, the lyrics, “he had the nerve

and he had the blood”, further work as empathetic sound, as they mock Ordell when he

fails to exert his power over Jackie. .
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Ordell enters Jackie’s house with the intent }of either killing her or scaring her in a
way that keeps her quiet. The sequenee echoes a similar scene in Pulp Fiction where
Jules and Vincent enter an apartment to retrieve a briefcase that belongs to their boss. In
Pulp, they brieﬂy lose control of the situation, but regain dominance by Killing everyone
who is a threat. When Ordell confronts Jackie he immediately loses control as he is
unprepared for her own aggressive response. Ordell’s unsuccessful attack can be read as
Tarantmo alludlng to the exaggerated and unreahstlc nature of the Pulp sequence In
- other words, Ordell does not share the same klnd of 1nv1n01b111ty that J ules does as Jackze
_ Brown s dlegesls is one more closely ahgned w1th the real world Vrolence still plays a

part in the film, but not in the overstated fashlon that it does in Pulp

| Tarantino further highlights Ordell’s performative display of hypermasculinity by
continuing to prioritize Jackie’s musical point of view. When Jackie takes off with
Ordell’s money, Ordell makes one more attempt to bring her down. Max meets up with
| Ordell and explains to him that Jackie was only keeping his mone; so the Feds would not
-get it..ZOrdell is unconvinced, but quickly changes his tone after he speaks to Jackie on
the phone. Tarantino sets the conversation off screen so that Jackie is not shown in a
| position of inferiority to Ordell as well as to keep the viewer from knowing the truth.
When Ordell and Max set off to meet J ackie, Ordell gloats about how the usually “too
cool for school” Jackie is now scared. As the viewer, we do not know the plan—could
Jackie really have lost her coolland deeided to give Ordell his money back? AAl.l of our
fears are then‘ put aside when Ordell turns on Max’s car and The Delfonics play once

again. The diegetic placement of the song signals to the viewer that Jackie still retains

control. Ordell, surprised,f"says to Max ‘I didn’t know ‘youlliked the Delfonics?” Ordell
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is too concerned with beating Jackie and he cannot see that‘she and Max are setting him
up. Max’s connection ,to*the music also further suggests that he is more closely
connected to the soul music of the 1970s than Ordell. Max’s connection to soul music
reflects a white cool posturing through black music that can be accredited to Tarantino as-
‘well. Though Tarantino is re-framing his previous COnyentions for screening race,

shadows of his former portrayal can still be found.

: The soundtrack also functionslto: showcase what Tarantino sees :as uncool '
behavrour Though the ﬁlm works to re-frame black mascuhmty,‘at times, the mus1c
reﬂects Tarantino’s condescensmn towards characters that srgmfy domestlclty For
' ekample before the helst begins Ordell calls Lewrs to make sure that he and Melame are
ready to go When he finds out they are st111 at the apartment he yells at Lewis and tells
h1m to grab Melame and “drag her ass out”. The scene echoes an earlier sequence where
Ordell yelled at Melanie andforced her to leave the house. ln this case, Lewis is unable
to take a dominant stance like Ordell and “control” Melanie’s behaviour. For Tarantino,
uncool or overly t’eminine'women: need to' be controlled SO that vthey do not 1nh1b1t the
actions of men.‘ Moreoyer When men are unable to control” these women, they also
become uncool” When Melame ﬁnally’ gets in the van, Lewis asks her to turn down ih}er
music. She plays “Midmght Confessrons by the Grass Roots, and Lewrs ends up turmng

<
it down himself because agaln he cannot control her After the two of them grab the

bag and head back out to the van, Melanie begins to mock Lew1s and Lew1s shockmgly

shoots her twice. When he re-enters the van, The Grassroots play for a few seconds, stop

2 Earlier she was listening to “Undun” by The Guess Who. Her musical point of view is thus associated
with Rock music and not R&B like Jackie. Also, Bridget Fonda is connected to the 60s white hippie scene
from her father’s days (Peter Fonda).
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when the vehicle stalls, and then resume (paralleling Ordell’s killing of Beaumont). - -
Lewis thus assumes Melanie’s musical point of view, and the result is that he officially
becomes 100% uncool HlS Vlolent rage is deplcted as hlS last gasp at retalnlng h1s former
masculine self but there occurrence of the Grass Roots suggests that his act was one of
reactron and desperatron and not cool mascuhne aggress1on When Ordell confronts -
Lew1s about what happened he dlscovers that he was trlcked by both J. ackle and Max He
then blames Lew1s for not seelng through the charade He asks h1m What happened to

' you" Your ass used to be beaut1fu1” 24 In terms of star d1scourse the scene can be read as
Tarantmo alludmg to the formerly cool persona of De Niro. In the dlege51s of the ﬁlm
what happened wasthat Lewis spent too much tlme ’on the couch w1th Melame and lost
hlS cool When The Grass Roots play wrthout Melame Tarantmo is 51gn1fy1ng that |
Lew1s has now taken her pos1tlon as someone who has no real value. In Tarantlno s
world those with streetwise “black” masculinity (Max and J ackle) stay cool when under
pressure As Lewrs spends more time w1th Melanle he gets a taste of the banal hfe No

| longer is he the hardened cool crlmlnal that he used to be. Melanre and Lew1s represent
Tarantino’s dlsdaln for domestlc behavrour. All they do 1s‘ sit around and Watch |
telev1s1on‘ When forced to actually go out and be a part of somethmg they are unableto
cope. 'They both rely on Ordcll for secunty, and whlle his performatwe masculmlty is
mocked in comparlson to J ackle itis strll shown asa form of superronty in relatlon to |

Lew1s Susan Fralman ] cr1t1c1sms of Tarantmo and h1s prlorltlzatlon of coolness thus

% The line also hints at the previous power dynamic of Lewis and Ordell’s relationship. To further stress
the notion that Lewis is coded as feminine, refer to Willis’ notion that to be ‘fucked’ in a Tarantino film, is
to become coded as a bitch (Willis 199-201). Ordell referring to Lewis’s ass as beautiful suggests that

while the two shared time in pnson their relationship may have been sexual, whereby Ordell was the
dominant figure.
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remain alive in this section, but Tarantino further troubles these notions by the end of the

film.

When Ordell ﬁnally confronts J ackle he is shot and kllled by Ray J ackle gets

away with steahng hlS money and the feds get the1r man. In the very last sequence
J ackle returns to see Max and thank h1m for everythmg he did. She 51ts at the front of his’
ofﬁce and Max;shown through extreme long shot—ls in the back The scene is a
reversal of therrm1t1al meetmg as it is now Jackie who waits for Max She tells him he
| should have taken more money and that she is leavmg Max cuts her off as he }spots |
: Ordell’s car and Jackie responds, “Haven’t you ever borrowed someone svcar before?”
Max renlies,‘ “‘Not after they’re dead.” Jackie looks laway—taking a more serious ‘tone—
and assures Max that she did not use him. Max says he knows that and that at his age he |
cannot blame anyone else for what he does anyways. Max’s line of questioning suggests
that he feels uneasy about Jackie’s coolness concerning Ordell’s death. Jackie playfully
~asks Max if he is scared of her, and he says “yeah a little bit”. From an over the shoulder
position (Max’s) the camera then follows Jackie as she slowly gets up and grabs Max’s
hands. When she moves close to him, the camera slides over to the side and frames the
pair in medium close up as they sensually rub noses and begin to kiss. The camera
continues to zoom in until their lips and eyes fill the frame. They pull back to look over
each other and delight in the moment, and Jackie tells Max she will send him a postcard.
Max kisses her again, but the intensity is lost when his phone goes off.. The two stand
motionless for two rings before Jackie says, “You’re running a business, Max”. Max,
- without breaking eye contta_ct7 answers the phone, “Cherry Bail Bond”. Jackie raises her

“hand in leaving and walks out as Max reluctantly lets her go. The camera alternates from
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straight on shots of Max to his point of view of J ackie'leaving, before finally zooming in
onrhis face as he tells his client to call him back. As Max lowers the phone, “Across -
110" Street” plays for the ﬁnall\tir‘ne,'and_ the camera lingers on his distraught face for.
what seemé‘like minutes. Max, unsure of himself, turns and walks to the back. As he
moVes away from the screen, the frame gradually goes out of focus. The camera returns
to Jackie driving away, and tlie song continues to play as she is framed in a close up.
Tarantino holds the shot for 35 seconds before the song is revealed to be playing

- diegetically in Jackie’s car. She slowly lip synchs the lyrics and her expression is one of
remorse. She has once again claimed the musical point of view for hgrselﬂ as both she

and the film have‘left Max behind._

Like the film’s opening, its final image also mirrors thnt of The Graduate.. -
Nicholé’ film ends with a close-up of both Ben and Elaine as they ride the bus and ponder
what to do next. The camera pulls out and sits on the road Watc_:hing the bus drive awéy.

In Jackie Brown though, the camera stays on Jackie. She heis $5 05,000? but she is also
alone. In‘vievsi of Dyer’s assertion that “pastiche facilitate[es] the experience of the
imitated work”, it is also important to recall the significance of the ending to Coﬁfv in -
order to understand what Tarantino is doing. In that film, While Coffy walks aimlessly
along the beach, the Roy Ayers and Carl C\lay song, “Shining Symbol” plays non-
diegetically. The lyrics convey a strong message of pride: “Revenge is a virtue /you
stood up like you should / standing up‘strong// like we all wish we could”. Alfhough |
Coffy has learned a lesson aboui violence, there is still the.question of what to do now.

‘k In iérms of Grler, thii éxten‘déd‘ sho£ nf Jackie in"clcv)sie up i§ Tarantinn’sivs)eiy‘ of H

providing her with one more moment in the épdtli ght, but it also works as a reflection.
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The final line J ackie mouths is “you can find it all on the street”, and Tarantino thus
connects the street to Hollywood Grier s career represents both s1des of stardom; she
went from success to fallure and back to success ‘again Tarantmo made Jackze Brown( as
a star vehlcle for her, but unhke Ben ] posmon at the end of The Grdduate, or Coffy ] |
final moments, Grler does not face uncertamty, she faces the truth that Hollyvizood rarely'
has leadmg roles for middle- aged black women. The endmg is not only a moment for
Grier to savour her return—it is also a moment for Tarantino to rehsh in what could be

- the final 51ght of Grler asa leadmg lady

In regard to Jackie, howev’er,.her}connection to the music is of an ambiguous
nature. - She did what she “had to do to survive”, but is she in a better position than she
was at the beginning? While hindsight has’provided Jackie with the knowledge that she .
| can change her own position, she seems to regret her choice to leave Max behind.
Jackie’s lip synching to “Across 110" Street” also connects the sequence with the ending
| to the film Across 110" Street. Across is one of the darkest, least gioriﬁed blaxploitation
films of the cycle. There is plenty of violence, but at its heart, it is a police procedural—
- as equally interested in criminal justice asitis in racial politics. . In the film, the final shot
is a’fteeze frame of a black hand and a white hand failing to connect. Jackie Brown ends
with an allusion to Across, and the implication is that she and Max also failed to connect.
Of course they had their long awaited kiss, but Max’s subsequent reaction combined with
Jackie’s sombre drive suggests that there could have been much more. Tarantino has =
Jackie and Max part ways because the film is her story—but there is more to it than that.

Jackie and Max are connected to the star discourses of Grier and Forster, and Tarantino

uses this connection to critically comment on the notion of cinematic nostalgia.
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Nostalgia / History

| ‘In contrast to theﬁlm——-where vth‘e? two do.notphysically connect until the endé— |

Max‘ and Jackie have an active .‘s'exual relationship in Rum Punch. Max falls in love, and
he questions Jackie’s feelings‘-throUghout the story.- The book, however, ends with Jackie
asking Max to come aWay with her.: The reader is denied Max’s response, but the-
impression is that he wiil probably go with her. In Jackie Brown, on the other hand, there
isno ambi.guity.. Max lets Jackie walk out'of his lit‘e. As the frame goes out of focus, he

| can be seen with his head in his hands. Tarantino goes out of his’way to 'show that Max
and. Jackie have ‘intense feelings for each other, as their embrace is arguable the most . -
intimate moment of a man and a woman in all of his films. I—fe convincingly» captures the
characters’ affection for one another, and he presents Jackie’s feelings as equal to Max’s.
The dilemma, however, is based on Jackie’s nostalgic connection to the past. The film .-
cannot end with Max and Jackie together because it would perhaps undermine Grier?s '

| position as “GOdmother” of blaxploitation. Max also resists ﬁghting for Jackie because,
perhaps, _like John Callis, he believes that he is not “black enough”. Throughout the film,
Max shows that he can stay cool under pressure, except when he is around Jackie: ‘In the
logic of the film, she represents an authentic display of blackness, and this makes Max
feel apprehensive. about his own masculinity. At one point he tells Jackie he is Ieaving
the bond business, but by the end he has changed his mind. Max questions J ackje for
taking Ordell’s car because he cannot understand how she could be unaffected by her role
in Ordell’s death HlS anx1ety reﬂects a sen51trv1ty that Jackle does not have. Max sees

that she is connected to a partlcular fantasy of black mascuhnlty that he thlnks he cannot

match In other words he feels as though he will never be enough for her When Max
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interrupts Jackie to answer his phone, she too sees that a relationship could never work.

His inability to sustain intimacy shows that he is scared of her, and the former “bad-ass”

\
\

Jackie knows that she needs a strong man.

- As mentioned earlier blaxploitation‘ ﬁlms rarelyb had blacks vand whltes working ‘
tovgether Across 1 1 O’h Street isa ﬁlm that deals with 1nter-rac1a1 cooperatlon (Lt Pope
[Yaphet Kotto] and Captam Matelli [Anthony Qulnn])’ but in the end it showcases the
struggles without provrding any answers. Tarantmo suggests for a moment that an
mterramal couple could work, but then he shuts 1t down He has no problem portraying
Grier as less aggressrve and less sexualised but he w111 not let her find happmess w1th a
wh1te man because it would arguably go against her performatlve 1dent1ty J ackie 1s
conﬁdent and capable because she can access parts of Grrer s screen 1dent1ty lf
Tarantlno had J ackle end up w1th Max he would be suggesting that blaxplortation should
have been more about presentlng races workrng together, and inot about black power In

| many ways, critics of blaxplortation would view this as a posmve .strategy, but Tarantmo ~
wants to pose a questlon not to prov1de an answer He does not want to re- 1nvent the

| | political aspects of blaxploitation; he wants to draw attention to thern. His pastiche is |

meant tohelp re-think our relationship to blaxploitation; not to.re-invent the c)rcle‘.' By

reﬁisingto create an‘ interracial couple Tarantino{isalso declining to coniprﬂomise!his own

nostalgia for blaxploitation cinema.

~ Richard }Dyer states that “the historicity of a pastiche involves both the
historically specific aesthetic forms within Wthh it works and the prevalent perception of
what it is pastiching” (Pastiche 131). As such, Tarantino uses pastiche to maintain

Grier’s alignment with the black struggle, even though Jackie is now completely focused
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on herself. In some ways, the ending works to further highlight the critical potential of
pastiche. Although Grier’s image is revised, she is still connected to a film cycle that
portrayed black authority as the ultimate sign of strengthq Jackie’s love for Max uéubles
the presumed authenticity of a segregate_d struggle, but in the end, it is ngt enough to.
over-power a nostalgic view of the past. When Across 110™ Street ends with a white
hand and a black hand failing to connect, there has just been a murder of a white police
ofﬁcer by a black criminél. | The tohe is solemn, and the viewer is léft wondering why

" society is the way it is. In Jackie Brown, the film closes with a missed opportunity at
love, and the question becomes less about society as whole, and more about individual
accountability. Neither Max nor Jackie can separate their present condition from the past,
vas heithgr has fully come to terms with what the past represents. Tarantino is thﬁs |
suggesting the same thing about our own relationship to blaxploitation. He re-frames
.Grier’s star perSona to distance her from the‘ exploitétive elements of the film cycle, yet
he only cast her because he is a fan of her ofiginal connectic;r; t-orp"erfonnative black

~ coolness. Grier became a star because she could convi.ncingly portray a black \action

~ heroine at the right time. Tarantino succeeds in showing she can also do mﬁch more, but
h¢ is simultaneously nostalgic for her time in Coffy, and concerned with re-framing the
fraught history that blaxploitation represents. He shows an awareness of the troubling
exploitative aspects of the film cycle—and what this represents in terms of cultural
hi;stbry—yet the pastiche of Coffy and Across 11 0™ Street works in tandem to suggest a
forgetting of the other, less subversivé films of blaxploitation—films that have
historically, albeit negatively, defined blaxploitation as a unique period in film history.

Tarantino’s ending to Jackie Brown, can therefore, also be read as his way of keeping his
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.own (and many others) nostalgic take of Grier’s star image alive by not permitting her to
completely sacrifice her connection to the cool aspects of black popular culture. But at
the same time, just as Jackie remaihs unéeﬁain and uneasy ébouf her devéision to walk
away fmrri Max, so too does Jackie Brown remain athiVélent\ a.bo'ut’i_téfehgagehient with

“the past by means of the pfeSeht. Moreover, in lingering on J ac‘kic(’sb(énd "G‘ri’erl;éb) ,
poignahf rehéarsal of “Across 110 Street” at ‘the end éf fhé ’ﬁ-lm,-VTayl‘t\*ant-i’no‘ Eofhienacts the

affective power of pastiche and simultaneously questions whether we can ever really

~ know the past other than through its textualized remains.
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. Chapter Three -
" A Blast from the Past: Genre and Gender in Death Proof L

By definition, all films belong to some genre(s)...but only cértain films are self-consciously
produced and consumed according to (or against) a specific generic model.” When the notion of

_ genre is limited to descriptive uses, as it commonly is when serving...classification purposes, we

" speak of “film genre”. However, when the notion of genre takes on a more active role in the
production and consumption process, we appropriately speak instead of “genre film”, thus
recognizing the extent to which generic information becomes a formative component of film
viewing (Altman, 1996, 277). '

The thing that makes the slasher film work so well is how similar all the films are to each other. I

mean, that's actually one of the comforting things about the genre. That's why you can write about

it with a very big picture—because so many movigs fit. It's such a specific that that if you try to
fuck up the balance, you might not be fucking it up to'good effect—you're just kind of fucking it

up. 1just kind of realized, oh man, this is just going to be too reflective...and that's not what I

- do—even though people accuse me of doing that.. That is not what I do; I reinvent - Tarantino

(quoted in Wise, Web)

Death Proof has been widely perceived as Tarantino’s personal homage to -
exploitation cinema.” With its emphasis on coolness and its signature desire to shock,
Death Proof has been embraced by Tarantino worshippers on the same grounds as his
“earlier films and shunned or ignored by others for the same reasons. Iam not going to
argue that these responses are entirely misguided or that they have no relevance, but1 -

will argue that they fail to highlight how vital Tarantino’s use of pastiche is in terms of
~ the films attempted genre revision. Positioning Death Proof as yet another product of .
what is considered typical of Tarantino, is to overlook the films intended hybridization of -

action and horror cinema. Such a perspective also ignores the films partial critique and re-

imagination of gender norms that is proposed throﬁgh its pastiche aesthetic.

- Steve Neale’s notion of a “generically marked film” can be applied when a film

relies on a certain generic identification by the viewer in order to make sense of what he
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or she sees (28). 'Death'Proof is multiply marked as it sets out to create varied moments
of generic identification and ¢combines them so that the viewer does not always know

- what genre is being prioritized. Conventionally, when a viewer understands genetic :
traditions, expectations are set, and films progress in ways that make sense for the genre.
- What Tarantino does in Death Proof, though,‘ is to combine multiple genre expectations

| in order to manipulate the viewer into an uncertain state of knowing and not knowing. If
you are able to ple up every smgle reference and allusron then you may be able to.

| predlct where the narrative will go. But Tarantino s 1ntent 1s to play w1th formulaic
expectations and to re-contextuahze generic traditions inan effort to both cr1t1que earlier
tropes and to re-invent them for a conteinporary audience. As D‘yﬂer notes, pastiche can
be both elitist and critical? and in ,Dea(h Proof’s‘engagement w1th a vselectioln of y :
exploitation genres, i_t}managevsv to be both[(Pasticlize 3). The des’ire i’or re-invention is
certainly strong in Dehth Proof, as indicated\mainly by’the ﬁlrns re-contextualization of
gender 1n relation to ge_nre.’ ‘Tarantino»’s hybridization oi‘ thevslash'er ﬁlm; the roadvvﬁlm; |
- the action ﬁlrn, andthe rape revenge film worhs to further complicate the blurred .
boundaries between masculinity and femininity that is often found within ,both action and
horror cinema. He places Stuntman Mike (Kurt Russell) in a position where his evident,
macho persona is ﬁgured as 'outdated, and he also suggests through narrative agency and
action—that contemporary women are capable of carrying an action film through their

own 'form’ of hypermasculine posturing.

In a sequence eerily similar to the opening of Reservoir Dogs, Tarantino presents
his revisionist goals During the second half of Death Proof the female protagonists

(Zoe K1m Abernathy, and Lee) have lunch ata dlner and the camera slowly 01rcles (1n
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one iong take) aréund fhe table, framing each of them in close up as they speak. The
scene intimately places the viewer within the conversation in an attempt»to show how
cool it is to hang out with these women. By alluding to the opening of Dogs, Tarantino
suggests that women can be as interesting to watch (and listen to) as men (Withou£ being

objectified) and that he can skilfully write dialogue for them.

The diner scene comes to é climax when Zoe (Zbe,Bell) states that she wants to

drive a car like the one in Vanishing Point (Richard C. Sarafian, 1971). Kim (Tracie
| Thomas) tells Zoe thaf “most girls” have néver heard of the film, and Abernathy (Rosario
Dawson) takes offense at Kim’s stereotypical labelling of most girls.  Kim further
explains herself by saying how a lot of girls grew up only watching John Hughes films.
Abernathy challenges Kim by asking her who she thinks, she and Zoe are, while Lee
(Mary Elizabeth Winstead) giddily remarks that she ioves Pretty in Pink (Howard
Deutch, 1986). Kim’s response is indicative of Tarantino’s fqyisionist approéch to . -
gender and genre in the film. She states that of course shewatc.hed\John Hughes movies;
shé is a girl after all. But she adds that she and Zoe are also * gearheads’ so she watched
car shit too: “Vanishing Point, Dirty Mary Crazy Larry (John Hough, 1974), Gone in.
Sixty Seconds (H.B. Halicki, 1974), the real one, not that Angelina Jolie bullshit”.?®
Kim’s response is representative of an attempt by Tarantino to imply that seventies aétion
films are no longer just for men and that. women can appreciate them ‘if given the -

opportunity to explore so-called masculine interests (i.e. gearheads). He proposes that the

2> Some have mistakenly described the banter in Death Proof as insignificant. For example, James Rocci
from Cinematical calls the dialogue jibber-jabber and time filling, and describes the entire film as the
equivalent of watching a rock star play guitar hero (http://blog.moviefone.com/2007/06/02/cannes-.
review-death-proof/). Anton Bitel similarly refers to the dialogue as padding that functionsas .. .

‘loquacious idling’ (http://www.eyeforfilm.co.uk/reviews.php?id=6378).
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labelling of these films as predominantly ‘for men’ is no ;ylonger applicable in
contemporary society, and his line of attack is to place women in a position that
showcases their skill for behaviour coded as both feminine and masculine. To put it
simply, Tarantino argues that women are just as capable as men at enjoying and
participating in activity traditionally coded as masculine. * .~
During Kim’é raﬁt, hbv&eifer, AZ.o'e- can be seen laughihg';ait fhe i&éa of c‘)'nlly’
Watqﬁing J ohn Hlighes moViés;_Wﬁile Lee 1s prlésehted as a jdke When 'sl‘}vlé'al")pears to zone
| du‘t.in a ﬁbétalgié daze at the ment1onof Préfiy in Pmk " Rathéf than all‘o‘i‘Ving’l his women
charaéte;‘s to expféss .divers'e cinérﬁatic tééteé; Tarariﬁhfj gtack; the deék. F 61' h1m, it is
épl;arehtly ﬁne'to‘ like' fe‘ymihine‘ ﬁimé, so.lohg\; as yo‘u; als‘cv>‘ \appfec'iate masculiﬁe'ﬁlms. He
thus eﬁ(is ﬁp pfiofitiZing fnésculiﬁity. as being "‘cdoler;’ and superior \t'o‘feﬂi’iﬁinitky‘ by
makmg Léé lbok Silliér‘fhan ever&bﬁé élse. In ofhe: wdrdé, Shé is too “girly” to be taken
seriously.%‘ One musf also keep in mind that Tarantino’s pastiphe aesthetié rarely, if ever,
~ borrows from so called “feminine;’ films. He attempts to provide a\n avenue for.
celebrating women by giving them narrative agéncy, but then he moéks them if their
behaviour is antithetical to his notion of masculine coolness. Keeping in line with his |
overall aesthetic, it is important to note that it is a white woman who i dismissed and not
a black woman. Kim and Zoe are thus more closely aligned to the coolness of Jackie
Brown. Tarantino wants the viewer to recognize that women can sgccess_fully carry a film
traditionally associated with males—the catch, though, is that this is only true when they

perform masculinity. -

"

% She also continues to wear her cheerleader uniform from the film she is shoofin'g fhroughdut the entire
film. Tarantino seems to be marking her as inferior to everyone else, as she is never taken seriously.
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In Death Proof, Tarantino uses audience expectations inherent in genre film
viewing to create a dialo gne between past depictions af (‘performative hypermasculinity.
and current depictions of femininity. He uses women as means to reframe
hypermasculinity and shows that they can carry a film associated with traditionally
“male” genres. Their presentation as empowered postfeminist action heroines works in
contrast to the film critique of Mike’s hypermasculine posturing. In this chapter, I will -
highlight the ways in which -gender 1s re-contextualised and re-imagined in Death Proof
" by focusing on how the film moves across tc.lifferent genres. Death Proof'places its
female protagonists in opposition to its singular, male antagonist (Stuntman Mike; played
by Kurt Russell) through both narrative and form. Thé film works within a two part
structure that sees Mike’s hypermascnline" agency, reminiscent of the 1970s car film,

reframed as psychotic violence, straight from a seventies slasher film.

The protagomsts are presented as two dlfferent sets of women with the ﬁrst set
| (Jnlla Abernathy, Shanna and Pam) representmg relatlvely tradltlnnal slasher ﬁlm .
victims. When they are k111ed off at the halfway pomt of the film, they are denled the
more amblguous, arguably progresswe status of the ﬁnal girl. The second set of female
protagonists thus represents a collective embodiment of the slasher’s final girl that also
incorporates elements of the contemporary post-feminist action heroine.‘ Both grdups’
enconntars w1th Mike reflect hotv the parallel character transition§ “V\;/OI‘k in o.pnosite |
ditections. ’Over‘ ’[h? course nf the film, Mike mnnes from a paaition traditional‘lﬁy‘ |
assqciated t’vith agcncy and Supariprity over women, to one »cl)fivulin"erability and
: infefiority. The women, hqvtfe\ter, shift from a sitey of pnwetlessneaa tn one of action and

relative independence. Action and violence act as catalysts for both shifts, as Tarantino
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- - imitates the exploitation film through his generic pastiche. - What he is unable to'account
‘. for, though, is the contextual dissonanee that comes from a process of revising outdated

generic forms (and gender norms) in a contemporary cinematic context. In one respect,-
by highlighting the cultural specificity of eertain exploitation tropes, Tarantino draws
attention to specific transformations in both gender and genre since the seventies. His

- pastiche works to align the seventies exploitation film with contemporary depictions of -
gender by showing how the present is always in dialogue with the past and on this level,-

‘the film succeeds On another level the goal of re-invention 1mp11es that Death Proof
will use genre hybridization as a means to re-create a similar viewing experience to

- multiple 1970s exploitation films. I will highlight the slippages end tensions that emerge

when he tries to capture the experience of watching a 1970s exploitation film in a

| contempornry work. While Death Proof deals with the same lurid subject matter as the
genres it imitates, Tarantino is unable to use violence and abject bterror in'a similarly
critical manner as in the earlier works; consequently, Death Proofs contradiction (and

‘commercial failure)' suggests that perhaps these genres cannot be convincingly reyised ,

when pulled from their original historical contexts.
A Return to Seventies Exploitation

- Exploitation ﬁlms are not for ‘everybody. They do not attract a mass audience, but
they are often popular w1th a loyal group of fans The horror genre has a verlety.of
explortatlon sub genres w1th devoted followers who see every trtle The ﬁlms normally
adhere to a familiar formulga,band they are categorized by loW ’budge_ts,“ lurid subject
* matter, non—professional aotors, and an overalt absenee of critical acclaim (at least |

initially). Many exploitation ‘ﬁlr._nrnakers are not out to make political statements or to



83

influence audiences in any s'ubstantial way—they just want to make some money. That
being said, there are individual titles and cycles of exploitation films that have garnered
substantial critical attention.?” There are also those that have achieved cult status by fans.
A film may attain cnlt status from a comedic or a camp reaction to low production values
and bad execution, or by crossing boundaries in terms of time, custom, form, and even
good taste (Telotte 6) Thelr ablhty to hve on and contlnually be embraced by fans
creates a cultlsh appeal but 1t is the tendency to “envision a world where an audience can
‘_ feel comfortable . and entertaln contradrcuons or radlcal Vrews w1th no d1fﬁcnlty” that
truly makes a work cult (Vonalt 55).% Films that transgress common cmematrc » B
boundanes work to estabhsh an audlence that revels in thls dlSplay of dlfference Most
Hollywood output is de51gned to reach a broad audience and the result is often a film that
plays it safe Controversral tOplCS are regularIy avc1ded "so as to assure mass appeal and
as such, audlences seeklng a dlfferent experrence and a drsplay of potentrally d1v151ve

subject matter may turn to exploitation cinema. - S

- Exploitation cinema often falls into the category of cult, and J.P. Telotte identifies

some common characteristics typically found within seventies midnight movies:

27 see Carol Clover, Men Women and Chainsaws for an overview of 70s slasher and rape revenge films.
And for a overview of exploitation in general see: Mathijs, Ernest, and Xavier Mendik. The Cult Film
Reader. Berkshire: Open UP, 2007. Print; Telotte, J. P. The Cult Film Experience: beyond All Reason. Austin:
University of Texas, 1991. Print.; Schaefer, Eric. Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!: a History of Exploitation .
Films, 1919-1959. Durham: Duke UP, 1999, Print.

28 Works of classical cinema may also reach cult status, as loyal fan groups continue to appreciate all
aspects of the films. See Umberto Eco s piece: ’Casablanca Cult Movies and Intertextual Collage” for a
detailed example of this occurrence.

29 Eco refers to this as narrative situatiohs that allow audiences to look both ways at once (4).
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- Midnight movies fashion a context of difference—of rebellion, independence,
- sexual freedom, gender shifting—that helps us cope with real-world conformity.
In common, they offer a kind of loving understanding that acknowledges our own

sense of difference or alienation, even as it mates us to other, similarly “different”

types in the audience or the film themselves (10).

Some examples from the 1970s that fit this categorization;and that surely.inﬂuenced '

Death Proof—are Last House on the Leﬁ (Wes Craven 1972), T he.T exas Chdt'nsaw

Massacre (Tobe Hooper, 1974), and The Bzrd with the Crystal Plumage (Darlo Argento

1970) Tarantino is both a loyal fan and a self proclalmed cr1t1c and his pastlche
approach covers a varlety of exp101tat10n ﬁlms that he assocrates with cult status The ‘
key drfferences between Death Proof and these films are t1ed to both exhlbltlon and
receptlon The credrt ‘A ﬁlm by Quentrn Tarantrno places Death Proof into a different

category because Tarantino’s newer ﬁlms come w1th a pre-sold cult status and a

N

guaranteed mass dlstrlbutlon and exhrbltlon When he beglns a Work there is already an

estabhshed fandom whereas a ﬁlm lrke Last House galned cult status through its

notorlety.

~ Quentin Tarantino and Robert Rodriguez came up .with the idea for Grindhouse
while watching exploitation films at Tarantino’s house. Rodriquez noticed that they both
owned the same double bill poster and the excitement grew from there. Promotional
campalgns for exp101tat10n ﬁlms often set out to frame the film as cult before 1t was even
released Posters wereused as rneans of drawmg in a crowd based on thelr orlglnallty |
and therr empha51s on lurld subj ect matter Rodngue‘z:and Tarantlno wanted to make a

film that could live up to the cult potentlal that the explmtatlon posters once drsplayed
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" The goal was to create a film that mimicked the title and premise of an old grindhouse: |

movie, while also having the production values and competence of a Hollywood work. -

The concept was based around a nostalgic view of the past that sought to revitalize

“exploitation cinema for a contemporary audience. In other words, to bring current

ﬁlmmakfrng more in line with the past so that today’s audiences could see the kind of ﬁlm
Tarantino and ‘Rodriguev; dreamed of seelng ‘when they were younger. Death Proof also
used Tarantino’s status asa ci'nephvile and pre-sold cult director (one could argue that
Rodriguez’s ﬁlms falls into the same category, but certalnly not on the same scale) to .

br1ng the hlstory of the seventies exp101tat10n film to the prOJ ject. The 1dea was also to re-

~ create the grrndhouse theater experience by offerlng a double bill where the audience

would get to see two explo1tat10n ﬁlms for the pnce of one. The two would each d1rect a
segment and fake tra1lers would play between the two features 30 Rodrlguez elected to do
a blood—ﬁlled zomble film titled Planet T error and Tarantino’s Death Proof has been
described as a slasher_ film with cars. Despite mostly pos1t1ve reviews from po'pular

critics (77% at metacritic.com, and 83% on rottentomatoes.com), the film was a ﬁnancial

\
N

~ flop.®! Inresponse to the underwhelming performance of the film, executive producer

Harvey Weinstein decided to break the film into solo features, and the result was that

0 )i Roth Edgar Wright, and Rob Zombie directed the trailers, and Jason Eisner, who won a contest at
South by Southwest festival, got to display his trailer for Hobo with a Shotgun (which has recently been
released as feature film) in Canadian cinemas. .

3 Allin all, the entire film came in at well over three hours, and Tarantino also believes this added to its

* poor figures. (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/starsandstories/3664742/Quentin-

Tarantino-Im-proud-of-my-flop.html). The opening weekend in America brought in $11.6 million and

~ the worldwide total for the film is just over $50 million (a number much below expectations).


http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/starsandstories/3664742/Quentin-Tarantino-lm-proud-of-mv-flop.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/starsandstories/3664742/Quentin-Tarantino-lm-proud-of-mv-flop.html
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Death Proof was restored to its original length.3 2 Tarantino has stated his disappointment
| in the performance of the theatrical cut, and he blames the changing face of the industry

as the defining factor: -

P

1 understand why things change, and I put the reaSOn for them changing precisely

| on the pficié"of'a ticket. It was different when everythiné cost $3, or $§.50 or at

' the most $5 You could pay to see a cheap Jaws rrpoff and pay the same money to
see A Star Is Born, no worries. But now you're talklng about $10, $12 it doesn't
make sense. [B-mov1e producer] Roger Corman always knew what was gonna
happen in that market hke two years before it happened So when all ofa
sudden, his movies weren't playing theatrically anymore and they were just going
stralght to vrdeo T was worklng in the video store at that tlme - it was like, Oh
man, thls is the end Ifhe's domg‘lt now‘ then that's Just the way 1t's vgonna he
‘And it made sense. Now there were some good mov1es made durmg that perlod a
couple | but when you didn't have the chance for theatrlcal exposure somethlng

- was lost. Not that these ‘mov1es ever norr_nally had very good rev1ews but the‘re‘
always was that chance There was the chance that you could get a good review,
and then your work could be known and maybe you could go on from there. But
when it goes stralght to video, ‘1t's like that chance doesn't exist anymore (quoted

in Wise, Web).
It seems that one of the impetuses for Grindhouse was also its downfall. Tarantino -

sought to capture what he believed to be the positive aspects of exploitation cinema, yet

32 some 27 minutes were added to the new version of the film and for the purpose of this essay | will be
referring to the restored version ofthe ﬂlm Also Death Proof on DVD has made more than $36 million
since its release. ~ : ‘ SR S
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he failed to foresee history repeating itself. With the advent of YouTube, reality -
television, and other avenues for low brow entertainment, there was and is less of an-
appeal for seeing exploitation cinema at the theatre. ‘It seem's to me that the film’s . .
lengthy running time combined with easy. access to low brow entertainment via. :
altematir/e media forms was mOSt likely-an issue for movie-goers; however, the main
reason that I believe Grindhouse failed to draw a crowd was that most average film fans .
may have assumed that they were not knowledgeable (or old) enough to “get” the -

- references. :There is an inherent elitism within both Tarantino films and cult films in -

general, let alone one that is explicitly designed as one big wink to cult film fans.

Outdated Masculinity: Stuntman Mike as Psycho Killer

At the core of Death Proof is Stuntman Mike. Heisa mlddle aged former stunt
driver who st111 lives for the thnll of the road M1ke is presented as someone who no
longer fits in and who lives a life of singularity. He represents an _aging version of the
kind of masculinity that Burt Reynolds was associated with in ﬁlms such as Smokey and
the Bandzt (Hal Needham 1977) or Hooper (Hal Needham 1978).3 3 He loves to dr1ve
fast and live dangerously, as the thrill of the road fuels men’s behef in thelr own

masculmlty el The mascuhmty of road film protagonrsts in the seventies, though was

Sharn Roberts, in her essay, “Western meets Eastwood” points out that the masculinity inherent in
1970s road movies stems directly from the Western. She states that it is focused on individualism and
aggression, and that John Wayne was one of the pioneers of its inception in mainstream film. Too further
add to Mike’s connection with this masculinity see the scene where he imp'érsonates John Wayne while
mlmlcklng the apprehensmn Arlene shows when asked to give him a Iap dance. .

Kurt Russell's star lmage also factors into the fllm 3 pastlche Tarantmo has stated “For people of my
generatlon he’s a true hero...but now, there’s a whole audience out there that doesn’t know what Kurt
Russell can do..When | open the newspaper and see an add that says ‘Kurt Russell in Dreamer, or. Kurt :
Russell in Miracle,” 'm disparaging these movies, but I'm thinking: When is Kurt Russell going to be badass
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often one connected to ambiguity. Men went to the road to embrace their manliness in a
| similar fashion to the protagonists of the western genre who went to the frontier. The

frontler was often vrewed as a site of national identity as 1nd1v1duahsm was connected to

the Amerrcan Dream As Shan Roberts notes, “The road stands in for the frontler but

1nstead of symbohzlng a romantlc1zed Amerrca in which the Amerrcan Dream w111 come
true, 1t 51mp1y asks over and over.. what does Amenca mean today7”(52) In other words,

men rhay go vt‘e. the road to reclaim a lostv masculinity, but what they real»lyexperrence isa
: sprritual joumey based on finding their own version of maseuhnity, and not a return to a

pre-existing masculinity.

Many road films were also categorized by a buddy dynamic that priviieged male
relationships. Wood notes that these .ﬁl’ms also played on the vague nature of national
identity in seventies America as the protagonists displayed no connection to farrrily,
women, or any specific concept of “home” (231). The ambigriity of their masculinity -
was thus cohnected to a male camaraderie that replaced the eften ce'ntral love story -
.(hetero'sexual) that categorized many other Hollywood films. Women are marginalized
in the road film, and this has often been viewed as a backlash to the growing .women’s
movement of the seventies (Wood 227). - Wood cites Thunderbolt and Lightfoot.
(Cimino, 1974) as a strong example of the buddy cycle, and he analyses the drfferences
between Thunderbolt’s (Clint Eastwood) relatively unambiguous masculinity and the

more feminized Lightfoot (Jeff Bridges).>>  Wood plays up the key tensions with regard

~again?” (Nashawaty, Chris. “Bloodbath and Beyond” Entertainment Weekly. (March. 30, 2007). Pp. 27-
30.) _

= When Death Proof begins, the first title that comes on the screen is Thunderbolt {but is quickly covered
by Death Proof), and this can be read as a possible allusion to Thunderbolt and Lightfoot.
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to gender norms as the pairing of the two men complicates the presumed singularity and
coherence of patriarchal masculinity.

~ Mike represents a man who still embraces an unambiguous masculinity. He has
no male buddy to perhaps 1ntroduce him to a more contemporary mascuhmty, and he
travels alone His relat1on to his car is similar to Kowalski in Vamshzng Poznt wherem it

means everythmg to h1m. He also shows no connect1on to any women, famrly, or

;‘homei’. He looks like he just stepped out of 1972 and he is mockeﬁd for it. VWhen Dov

| (El1 Roth) and Nate (Omar Doom) notlce h1m at the bar they laugh at his appearance and

when some of the local women are asking him about his past he becomes 1rr1tated that no
one knows anythrng about the telewsmn shows he worked on. Mike’s ahenat1on is |
depicted asa form of vulnerablhty, as the film 1nrt1ally labels h1m as someone who needs
to get over his connectlons to the past M1ke displays a disdain for women because they
are no longer margmahzed in the manner he wants. He longs for a return to an earller era

(the 1970s) where he bel1eves the 1nd1v1duallsed man was v1ewed as super1or to women.

This helps to explaln why Mike attacks women in groups because it plays agamst the

notlon that strength comes from numbers “The ﬁlm never reveals why he chooses these
women as his victims, but Julia’s celebrity seems to be a logical choice. Tarantino
presents Mike’s masculinity as outdated and in need of re-vision because Mike’s -
contempt for women is no longer the norm in mainstream cinema,' particularly given that
women have more narrative agency in popular film. Tarantino wants to update the
exploitation film to make it viable now, so he'needs to showcase which tropes no longer
fit. Critiquing Mike’s hypermasculine posturing is a means of acknowledging how

gender in exploitation cinema has changed since the 1970s; however, it is also a way for
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Tarantino to leave his own mark on the film. Mike’s very presence in the film suggests
that although his image is at times mocked, his persona still signifies (at least in
‘Tarantino;s eyes) as an entertaining characterisation. Normally, a misogynistic
antagonist would be depicted és having little to no rede;e‘r‘ning features, but Tarantino goes
a different route with the Stuntman. Mike’s appearance is laughable and his disdaiﬁ for
women is coded as Qutdated énd pathetic, but his skill as a stunt seeking driver (which
works as entertainment) is still held in high regard. Mike is'bbth revered and despised so
-that Tarantino can simultaneously pay tribﬁté to exploifation genres and ostensibly
advance their approach to gender. Mike’s capacity for daring behaviour is coded as both
positive, as one is meant to relish his affinity for dangerous stunts, and negative, as ﬁis
motivation derives from an insecure and resentful stance in relation to the changing
landscape of gender norms in society. Mike’é outdated hypenﬁasculinity, which slip;
-easily into homicidal impulse, allows‘ Tarantino to present women as éuperior opponents
by depicting their motivation as justifiable and their stunt skill as equally impressivc. In{
'othgr wqrds, if women can convincingly beat Mike at his OW?I game, the.n' the y-iolrent

behaviour associated with exploitation films fails to be associated solely with men.

. Mike’s persona m%;y be that of a man clinging to 1970s masculinity, but his
presence in the film is related to the slasher subvgenre. Carol Clover states— in her
seminal study on the horror film, Men, Women, and Chainsaws—that there‘ are five
essential compOnénts to the slasher film: the killer, the locale, tile weapons, the victims,
| 4 and shock effects. In reference to the killer, she stresses that his desire to kill almost
~ always comes from a psychosexual fury (27). Mike’s need for violence stems from an

inability to have actual sex with women, and as Sheriff McGraw (Michael Parks) states, ,
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“it is the only way the sick bastard can shoot his goo.” Mike’s problems involving sex
 stem from his troubled connection to én outdated hypefmasculinity. The idea of being aé
hypermasculine as a 1970s action hero presumes a certain sexual potency. Thunderbolt
may not have any lasting interest in women, but as the ﬁlm shows, he is able to please
them when the o‘p_pkko};vtunity arrives. Mikél’é disdain for wpr’rAlenv’_fre‘ely exﬁ;essing
thémseivés cbmes from his failure to_;qntrél them ;;:xually. : He 1s qﬁébie to gain control
Because his hypermasculinity is outdated. In most contemporary ,ﬁ’lAmsA, wémen no longer
‘ thfow themselves at the solitary hypefﬁlasculine man .thé way that they used io in the
1§70s. Mike’g failure t"o‘ad_ap_t to\ con;temporary geﬁdér norms ‘reAI‘ldeg.s’hispelrsona_
ingffective when i‘; comes to impreésing the qpboéite /’sex,(or‘ ycteyen mc_:»n,:‘as youngermales |
‘laugh at him as\we}l).l iaraﬁtinofs critiq‘ue‘of“' Ithé»elyllurle of ';hg hypeﬁﬁasculing man is
thus ’2‘1 meéns to highligh§ ﬁqles in Mi‘k‘e:,:_’s péétﬁring and to rceéﬁfprée how depénderﬁ

Mike is on his image as a stuntman.

In line with Clover, the weapon and the locale (or “terrible}nlace”, as she calls it)
are represented collectively in the form of Mike’-s death proof car. Thecaristhe -
culmination of everything Mike stands for, and as long as he can hide inside it, no one
can expose his vulnerability. : The car becomes a phalliq extension of Mike’s =" "
performative display of murderous masculinity. The term death proof élludes'to the
notion that nothing can kill the spirit of the hypermaséuline man, as long as he wears it as
armour. Eighties action stars such as Arnold Schwarzenegger or. Sylvester‘Stallone wbre
their hypermasculinity in the form of muscles (Taskér, 1993, 1).- Mike’s car carries both
- the mental attitude and the presumed physical dominance of both a 1970s and 1980s

hypermasculine man. His placement as a killer is an attempt by Tarantino to show how
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these particular forms of performative masculinity are out of style for a contemporary
film. He wants the ﬁlm to be critical of his trad1t1onal mascuhmty, and his means of

domg this is to show the kinks in Mike’s posturmg

- Exploitation films are built around exploiting lurid subject matter, and the more
critically va’cclaimedtitles often use Violence asa means‘ of commenting on society. Robin
Wood points out that the critical potential of violence in exploitation cinema co'mes from
the interconnection of positions with which the spectator is forced to identify. When a
IdiscuSsing Last House on the Left (Wes Craven, 1972), Wood refers to the shared
experience of vulnerability between character and spectator as an intimate encounter that
creates a “vivid, personalized aliveness (128).”. He highlights‘ how these positions then
demonstrate the potentral for vlolence that exlsts w1th1n our own s001al and -personal
relat1onsh1ps (Wood 128) For Wood 1t 1s the 1nnate humamty d1sp1ayed by the
characters in Last House on the Left that allows the film to foster such a readmg, and.thls
is what Tarantmo tries to re-create in Death Proof Exp101tat10n ﬁlms are known for long
stretches of d1alogue, and Tarantmo attempts to use dialogue to humanize h1s characters
and to reveal their vulnerab111t1es in the same vein as Craven; however bst havmg Mlke
break the fonrth wall and smlle at the screen, he also positions the v1ewer with the k1ller
Consequently, »when the spectator is purely aligned with Mlke the ﬁlm pnorltlzes his
' desrre to hurt women, as ev\ldenced by the direct smile that 1mpl1es that the viewer is just
as& eager as he is for the real “fun” of the violence to begln ‘What Tarantmo falls to
account for is that .context 1s a crucial cornponent in creatmg terror. He wants to nse a

disturbing realist aesthetic in a similar fashion as Craven, but he fails to sustain it.
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| The Loss of the Final Girl

W1th Mike being ﬁgured as the killer, the women are the victims. | Ctover states
that in the. slasher "ﬁlm ther‘ei‘s always a ﬁnal lgirjl. | ‘Th'é”ﬁﬁél girlj»vstandsvout from the other
characters as she is tomboyhishand'“wat‘chﬁll to the point of paranora’.’.(39).' She 1s -
_normally the surv1v1ng female who ﬁghts head on w1th the krller and who often succeed
by adoptrng a phalhc weapon however her fate can be mlsleadlng Tony W1111ams |
_‘ pomts out that whrle the ﬁnal g1r1 is v1ctor10us over the k1ller she is not free because she
is still stuck in a world domlnated by patrlarchy, as her success is almost always o

dependent on the acqu1r1ng of the phallus (l 70)

Death Proof begins.with an introduction of three frrends Julia _'(Sydney Tamiia |

Poitier), ‘Shanna (.[ ordan Ladd), and.‘:Arlene_.(Vanessa Ferlito). ‘The th_ree are preparing for
| ‘ anvevening of drinks_and partying, w1th the:intent of spending the rest of the weekend at
Syhanna’s family cabin. The deal ?i.s that there will be no boysand that;the girls stick
‘together. J ulja is the :outgoing leader of the trio,' Shanna 1s her sidekick, and Arlene is the
most ca_utious of the three. Before heading to the cabin, the women stop 1n at thei{rl
favourite bar, and it is here that Tarantino uses Arlene’s caut_ious persona to set_her_up as
the final girl She is the first one to notice Mike and the only one wary.of his presence.
The rest of the glrls laugh h1m off as if he is some sort of harmless redneck and Pam
goes SO far as to ask Mlke fora drlve home. Mike’s psychotrc nature however is
revealed when Pam enters his car. He asks her which way she is gomg, and she tells him
rlght Mlke laughs and responds “Ah that’s too bad”. Pam then pohtely asks “why and '
' Mlke S responds “Well that’s because there was a ﬁfty ﬁfty chance you would be going

left or rlght You see, we’re both going left You could have Just as easﬂy been going
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left too, and if that was the case it would have been a while before you starting getting

scared.” Pam is tortured and killed, ‘anvd Tarantino has the viewer share Pam’s abject -
terror throughout the sequence. During the ordeal, the camera cuts fromv outside shots of
the car swerving and driving fast, to alternating medium close-ups of Pam’s terrified
state—taken from both Mike’s pornt of view and the backseat. It is not until Mike stops
swerving the vehicle that Pam’s point of view finally takes over. She begs Mike to let.
her go, and, for the first time since the incident began, his face is clearly visible. Mike

‘ ignores Pam’s cries and continues to look increasingly satisfied with himself while she
pfeads for her life. The camera then cuts back to Mike’s point of view and zooms in on
Pam’s face as she begins to realize that he is going to kill her. Before she is murdered,
the final shot (Mike slams the brakes, causing her head to smash off the steel dashboard)
reverts back to her pornt of vrew and we are thus ahgned with Pam in the final moments
sharrng her expenence of abject terror. After her death we contmue to see Mrke from |

Pam’s v1ewpomt and instead of lookrng down to see hlS successful kill, Mlke runs hlS

‘hands through his ha1r to 1nd1cate how unfazed and cool he is. After a few seconds he
does turn to look at Pam ] bloody corpse, hut he is alsolooklng dlrectly 1nto the camera,

and his stare is one of arrogance—as if to say, “I dare someone to make fun of me now”.

- Clover refers to the use of abject terror in horror cinema as ;‘gendered feminine”.
She adds that ‘;the more concerned a given ﬁlm is with the conditiorr———and it is the
essence of modern horror—the more likely the femaleness of the victim” (5 1) After
seeing Pam tortured and»suhj ected to abject terror, one can only assume the group of
- women (with the exception of Arlene) is going to face the same fate. When Mike later

kills the_ other women ‘in one devastating blow, there is a noticeable avoidance of scenes
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of abject terror, and therefore less emphasis on the femaleness of the women. The

| difference between Pam and the other victims is that Tarantino codes women in groups as
masculine. Clover pointé out that the male Vic;ﬁﬁ}S 1n slashers are always killed swiftly,
while female yictimé ha\_/é tiﬁle té contemplafé ;thci; féte whiig: the_j scréam, cower, cry,
etc. The vﬁna_l‘ girl is one that the audien@e expepis to survi}’fé.}bvec.a'lllvs.e’ of her awéreness |

~and resoufceﬁllngss, and Taraﬁtino counts on thev‘viewer pegging Arl}evpg aé 'ghe Vﬁ_nal girl;
thereforé, Mike’s killing of her is meant to shock. Fof Cleer, it i_s; héw,ever, th¢ ‘.sh'ared
‘e;;‘perience of abj ect terror that can also function to feminize the viewer, thu}s.’ .
forégro_unding what she sees as the masoghistic pleasures of hgnjqr ‘qzi‘ne\r.rima. | With Mike’s
svﬁft éﬁapk there is no shared experience bétwgen vic’;i.nv)’ and spectgfor as »Mivkg;s‘ point of

view is prioritized.

.+ Instead of continuing to build and sustain ‘abj’ect terror in Death Proof, though,
Tarantino goes a different route and fully aligns the viewer w_in.h!Mike.i When Mike goes
after the other women, they do nét utter a singlé scream because th;re is simply no time

| io. Mike catches‘ the. group by surprise and slams his car straight through t.heirs,a.killing :

them all at the Saﬁle time, and leaving no opportunity for a final girl. In line:with'Clover,

" Taranﬁno‘ sees the strength of the final girl as tied to her adoption of masculine qualities;
Death Proof also suggests that contemporary females may already have access to such

qualities when in groups. ' When Mike kills Pam, he is able to torturc her beCéuse' sheis

isolated.*® The group killing’then reads as further evidence that Mike needs to kill women

because of a lost sense of superiority, as he hates the fact that they are no longer -

,36 To add to this reading, Pam also complains about Julia and her friends picking on her in the schoolyard
when they were younger, thus further coding groups of females as more masculine in behaviour.
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marginalized.. He cannot risk taking his time to kill these women because their group

status could pose a threat if he has to leave his car.

‘» Mike’s act reads as.aman trying to reclaim the title of ultimate proprietor of
masculinity. Tarantino repeats_'the women’s murder three times in slovizmotion to fully
| glorify Mvike’s act, and this suggests that althoughv the women are not coded as feminine
(v1a abject terror) they cannot compete w1th men in terms of physwally demandlng
stunts The v1ewer is ahgned with Mike throughout the repeated shots of the crash and
| the stunt is meant to be a definitive dlsplaly\ of hyperrnascuhnltyr After the crash, |
Tarantino has the camera follow Mike’s vehicle as it crashes and roils f',ovr. what seems like
minutes; w1th the 'ﬁnal sho‘tbe}ing that .of the:overturned death proof car sitting on the side
of the road. In fully acquiring then frame,’Mike’s" action is prioritized,‘ and it is as if
Tarantinoi here encourages the Viewer .to revel 1n What they just tvvitnessed.f TThe_re isno
reverse shot of the damage, no remorsefuI‘ music, just a_celebration of‘ aggression. In |
other words, these women may be more deVeloped than those that have come before'! ‘
.them, but they still cannot compete with a man Who brings the aggressive skilyls\to handle
a killer car. Mike’s Stuntman. title .nlays on this notion,’ as it presumes a guaranteed
connection to h}roermasculinity. Tarantino thus figures action as_thelast:deﬁning | -
characteristic that separates men and women in exploitation cinerna. Positioning the ‘
women as nec_essary’ victims seemingly recuperates hypermascuiinity and aligns 1t once
again with the' male. Tarantino takes time to critique _Mike’s posturing of '
hypermasculinlty as old fashioned but he then priormzes 1t as the deﬁmtlve mode of

_ excrtement by usmg audience expectatlons of the ﬁnal girl to shock the viewer and then



97

highlighting ways that hypermasculinity combined with daring action can still carry a

film.
The Final Girl as Action Héroine |

When the film’s second act begins, the only connection to the ﬁrst half is Mlke

The setting is a hospltal and two sherlffs dlSCUSS what to do about the Stuntman They

both know that Mike is guilty of murder, but instead of building a case, they force him to
leave the state. The film then moves to Lebanon, Tennessee and the song “It’s So Easy”,

by Willy Deville, accompanies the transition. The song is taken from the controversial

3
3
i
i
3
i
3

film, Cruisin, (William Friedkin, _1980), which is r‘e'nowned_tb:r it_s:pr‘oblematic depiction

of homosexuality. The song play's in a ttansittonal moment in Eriedkin’s film when

Steve—an underc‘ove'r'police officer (Al }Pacino) who‘ is sent to investigate a string of
murders;occurring m and around gay S&M clubs— starts to show instability in his
sexual identity, tied direetly to his adoption of g}ay macho styles ana routines. In using
this track as a transitiqnal tune, Tarantino is again alluding to kinks in Mike’s “armour

- but eonsidering the amount of baggage a ﬁlm like ’Cruz‘sing earries, and the placement ef
the track, he seems to be making more than just a minor connection via this reference.
Wood suggests that Cruzszng should be read as an 1ncoherent text in that it really has 'no

| deﬁmtlve readmg w1thout the v1ewer comm1tt1ng to a radtcal stance (67) He argues that

the issue of homophobla is central in the film.’ I see the placement of “It s So Easy” as

37 Wood states that “The issue of homophobia is at the thematic heart of the film, in its revelation of the
reasons why the murders are being committed and that Stuart Richards is told to commit the murders by
a father who would otherwise despise him: the killings are his way of proving himself “the man” his father
wanted him to be. By killing gays, that is, he is symbolically destroying the gay culture within himself “i

~ the Name of the father” —a long-dead father interiorized as superego...Further, all the victims...are
Stuart’s doubles—i.e., the tangible embodiments of his repressed gay self: the killings are the projection



98

an indication that Tarantino; wants to further troﬁble notions of hypermasculinity, by |
| critiquing its ties to both 'misogyny and homophobia. Mike’s killing thus rei)reSents a man
- who relies on traditional notions of masculinity to feel confident. Killing women is his
way of proving himself “the stuntman” Hollywood wants him to be. Mike may represent
~atype of performative fhasculinity that does not have the same box office power that it
used to, but if the vﬁrst half of the film is any indication, his hypermasculinity can still be-
celebrated within a contemporary ﬁlm.. Mike’s use of gutsy stuat work ih the first halfis
~prioritized as the .ultimate form of hypermasculine behaviour because it is presented as :
pure aggression. He kills in a spectacular fashion, to ensure that he is still capable of one-
upping women. S}Jch women may no longer be solely coded in feminine terms, but Mike
wants to make sure that those who continue to adhere to a fantasy of unambiguous
iﬁasculinity will reign supreme.. It is no coincidence then, that two of the women within
the second group of girls that Mike goes aﬁer, are sfunt women. Following in the -
footsteps of Stuart (Cruising’s killer), Mike wants to destroy fileir interest in presumably
masculine behaviour to protect his claim to patriarchal power, and he plans to do this by

again inciting forms of abject terror in his female victims. .

Once the second half of the film begms any trace of the conventlonal slasher film
is gone We are 1ntroduced to four new women: K1m (Trame Thoms) Aberoathy |
(Rosarlo Dawson), Zoe Bell (herself) and Lee (Mary Elizabeth Wlnstead) Moreover, the
genres now being used are: the car film and the rape revenge film, often seen asa sub-

genre of the slasher. Like the first group of women, characterization occurs through

4 ofan mternal violence directed agamst h:mself Somewhat expllcnly but more by lmpllcatlon, the f|Im S
real villain is revealed as patriarchal domination” (66).
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dialogue, and a good deal of time is set aside for getting a feel for the women and

| learning what they are about. The women all work on a film set: Kim and Zoe are

stuntwomen, Abernatﬁy does make-up, and Lee is an actress. We know that they have a f
few days off but Death Proof never explains where they are actually going, as there is a
sense that it does not matter. What matters most is the genre transitions that have
occurred. The first group of women in the film are closely aligned with the slasher genre

even though they partially trouble gender norms inherent in seventies slasher film

-victims. ‘The second group of women represent a collective embodiment of the final girl -

(a position the first group was denied), and they also embrace elements ofthe .= .
contemporary post feminist action heroine. Furthermore, whereas Mike brings the
history and posturing of hypermasculinity (inherent_ 1n the car film) to the persona of a
killer, thé women now bring their post-feminist final girl / action heroine personas to the
movie genre. Tarantino animates this transition thrdugh action and narrative, and the
intent is to have fhc women convihcingly inhabit roles traditiéﬁéllygiven to men.: He
uses the’ spectacle of the “stunt” to try and reframe the rape-like connotations of Mike’s
attack on _the’ women, and then turns Ithe tables and has Mikc on the rccei\{ipg en\/d“o'f their‘

action heroine fueled revenge. The combination of female character types and tropes

from both action and horror genres further suggests that Mike’s hypermasculine posturing

is not as death proof as he would like it to appear.

The twq'_’charac;jtefs :t‘hat are coded as the most masculine in the film are Zoe and

Kim; they are both stunt women and the actress playing Zoe is an actual stunt performer.

- While certain female reviewers have praised Tarantino for his portrayal of writing .~
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dialogue that women can make: their own* 8 others have pointed out that they are merely
| vessels for how Tarantino wants womén to talk.* The absence of men in the narrative
also works as pastiche for the 1970s road movie, as there were oftg:n little to no women in
those films as weli. One of the defining features of the road film is that there is a-
preference for the road over the home, as men who took to thé road were doing so to
escape the pressures of feminine domesticity and seemingly embrace a euphoric feeling
of fréedom. In Death Proof, the one character most directly connected to the home is
Abernathy. Kim and Zoe attempt to exciudé her‘whene’vervthey engage in “thrill segking
behavior’7 becaiise she is amothgr, and Abernathy takes offensc to this. ,She:sees beirig a
' mqther as insigniﬁcantwheh it ccimes to_her having fur‘l,’ and she s:ets out to prove Kim |
and‘ Zoe wrong. Ahernathy’s ins’_istence}on hreaking through .this mpuld is Targintino’s
' way‘ of plaqihg hériwithin‘the foad moyie in a manner}normvally rehiiivcd forv men The
goal is to show hoW womén he_ivé come to the quirit i\iheie they can compete with men for
ac‘tion,rolés,‘ and yet Tarantih_q still prioritizes masculinity as the ideﬁnitive maik iof a |

good role, once again relegating femininity to a position of relative inferiority.

Women performing masculinity is hardly a new phenomenon, and in Spéctacular

* Bodies, Yvonne Tasker details the rise of the hypermasculine action heroine women’s

Dana Stevens, female writer for the The New York Times and Slate, states that, “Here, the women
emerge as separate, vibrant personalltles not the slut, the nice girl, and the qmet best friend, but three
rowdy unapologetically sexual party girls who care more about each other than dudes trying to get into
their pants.” (”Bloody Good" http://www.slate.com). ’

* For example, Mary Johanson, a film critic who writes for the website “Flick Filosopher”, admires the -
film, but also raises questions over how the women are portrayed: “It’s all about the girls: Q.T. likes girl
talk, or at least how he thinks girls talk, and he indulges along to do his thing. It would be one thing if the
* film suggested that Mike got a kick out of seeing girls be all girly before he killed them, but that’s not the
case...it’s Tarantino getting off on these girly chats himself in long sequences of gals hanging out and
- talking about boys and stuff before Mike comes along” (Web).
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enhanced narrative agency in 1980’s action cinema. She refers to the androgynous -

| physicality of Sigourney Weaver in the Alien films (Ridley Scott, 1979, Jameé Cameron,
1986) and Linda Hamilton in the 7t erminator 2 (James Cameron; 1991) as a form of
“musculinity”. ‘For Tasker, the presence of enlarged muscles in action films were

, traditionally nsed as a sign of natnral and’snper-natural “physical srrength that women do
not gene_rally match” (Bodies, 78).»Eight’ies‘ aetion cinema; though, emnnasﬁizedthe

performative quality of hypermasculinity: '

~ . The masculinisation of the female Body, which is effected most visibly through
her muscl.es, can be understood in terms of a notion.of ‘musculinity’. That is, some of the
qualities assolc’:iated with masculinity are written over the muscular female body.
. fMuseulinity" indicates the way in Whieh the signifiers of strength are not limited to male
charaeters (Tasker:149).- In regard to more contemporary versions of the action heroine,
Tasker draws attention to hew the 1990$ a'ndearly 2000s saw an increase in glamorous,
highly senualised depicti‘ons-,‘ that moved away frern the'plrysicaliy iand.rogynous‘ females
.of 80 s actlon Actlon stars such as Angeha Johe in Lara Croft T omb Razder (Slmon .
West 2001), Drew Barrymore Cameron Dlaz and Lucy Liuin Charlze s Angels (McG
2(_)00) and Carrie-Ann Mpss in the Mqtrzx (Andy and Larry Wachowski, 1999) were
ahqwnktd_be trained in vmartial arfs, Wnile also maintarning a‘}v’lig‘hly deeiranle lf:er:ni‘nine
ﬁgure. 'I“ask}er pqinte out how auch potentially‘ empewering imagee of female phy'sivcaly
conﬁdenee and strength are Qﬁen oversh‘adovwed by the rnalel gaze. :Kathleen Rovye
Karlyn vl»ikeyvise argnes ‘_[nat whlle post feminist representations of ‘;b(l)tn the aerion neroine
- and ‘rhe final grrl ére a srrrall step rn theright direetren, »tljrey are ultirnately too nnjrealistic

to have any sort of connection to the everyday:
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Interestingly, our culture has yet to create such exercises in female imagination in
the genres of realism, which continue to consign girls and women to traditional
roles. “Supergirls” like Buffy, Xena, Sabrina the teenage Witch, and Sidney

‘remain thinkable only in the realms of fantasy (‘1‘85). o

In Death Proof, Tarantino indirectly deploys eighties female musculinity by having the
women want to drive a muscle car.. Like Mike’s death proof vehicle, the car can be read
as their masculine arrnour, and when they ‘are inside it, they can compete with Mike on

| equal terms.  While Death Proof is hardly a realist film, Tarantino troubles the -
assumptions inherent in Tasker and Karlyn’s criticism by refusing to sexualise the
women with the camera and by showcasing the realistic aspects of the stunt (as opposed
to using CGI). He also foregrounds women’s issues through genre by placing the group

within the context of the road film’s buddy dynamic. -

There have been plenty of road movies that have had WOmen at the centre of the

_narrat1ve and as Katle Mills pomts out—in The Road Story and t‘he Rebel—films hke

- T helma and Louzse (Rldley Scott 1991) have been successful in bnnglng the genre back

to an empha51s on troubllng cinematic dep1ct1ons of gender (195). Shari Roberts,
however, points out that the Vt'emaleprotagoni‘sts of road ﬁlms ‘are often ﬂeeing real men
and real abuses of patrlarchy—m contrast to the men, who often “flee the femrmne ﬁgure
wh1ch stands for that which is hmltlng, cloyrng, and degrading” (64) When women in
road ﬁlms attempt to escape patriarchy, they are unable to avoid cultural constructions of
femininity, and the results—while containing critiques of the dominant ideology—often
* imply that escaping the effects of patriarchy is impossible. As Roberts puts it, “While

[Clint] Eastwood’s characters successfully flee the limitations of ‘feminine’ civilization



103

by creating a revitalized, masculine world on the road, these female characters attempt to
| flee not just men, but Iaatriarchy,' which is omnipresent and which in part defines the road
and the genre, and so are ultimately unsuccessful” (66). .

Tarantino uses Abefnaitiiy to 'repr'esenf'the:independeﬂf wcmaﬁ Who dces ﬁc;t waﬁt
to accept her role as merely a passwe inofhef. She iivahts the bfree'do'}m ;co‘mo{le Back and
foﬁh from activity coded as "_fer'hi'l'lline‘(‘motheyrix‘l’g) ‘;0 actiVify coded as rﬁasculi:he‘(taking
to the open road for excitemerblvt)‘.j Abemafh;’a goals, though, remain complicated, even

stifled by, Tarantino’s strategic use of .pastiche;iEarlier in the film Abernathy stated how
she is frustrated with the man she likes because he has not made his iatentions clear to
her. The other women advise her to “break him off a piece”, but Abernathy explains that .
~when you sleep with him you cannot become one of his girlfriends. . In other words,
Abernathy is aware that if she throws herself at him? he will sleep with her, but she will
become his regular, and not his girlfriend. On the other hand, vher love interest has shown
his affection by making her a mix-tape and going on casual dates v;ith her. Abernathy -
.'seems to want him tc be straightforward and properly court her like a traditional man
‘would. She wants him to make all of the moves, as his remote passivity has her
frustrated. Her desire to embrace the road is thus accompanied by a frustration about the
lack of assertiveness that conterhporary men show. when it comes to mutual attraction.
She is able to be indepen(ient and free only because she does not haVe the affection from'

a man that she truly wants.

-~ Before the women can head off to the road, they need to convince the man selling
~ the car (Jasper) to let them borrow it. Abernathy takes initiative by convincing Jasper

- that if he lets the three of them (herself, Zoe, and Kim) take the car, they will leave Lee
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behind so that he can get to know her better. Leaving Lee behind is signiﬁc;ant bécause

4 again, she is being punished for a lack of interest in recreation coded as masculine. What
makes this even more troubling is the implicatio‘n that when the others leave, she might
be raped by Jasper. Jasper is played B’y J onathan Loughner, who also plays the m%m who
attempts to rape The Bride in Kill Bill. H:i‘s‘ §haracter is a slow ’V;litt-ectl redneck that réfers
to thé women as “horny gals”, and the aséﬁmptién i’s thét Lee; _wﬂl be ‘unabl‘e to defend

herself due to her lack of masculine aggression. |

After the group acquire the car, theflpull ovér to the sidebf the "rOad and Kim and
Zoe prepare for their stunt. They debate over who gets to wear the leather jacket that
they brought, and Kim eventually wihs because it is Zo¢ who convinced her tb‘ get the car
in the first place. The jacket is seen as a"‘;‘bad-ass” costume that connects stunt work and
perfbrming' masculinity. Kim puts it on because it allb_ws her to get into character and to
embrace her aggressive side. As soon as the women drive off} the c;amera cuts to show |
Mike watching from a side road. He srﬁirké and then begins to folle them. - Mike waits
.for the women to héad off in the car because he listened in on their‘conversat‘ion atthe
diner, and he wants to attack them when they are perfdrming masculinity. He could have
terrorized them before they borrowed the Vanishing Point car, but that would have been
too easy. In his mind he néeds to teach them é lesson by proving that étunt w;)rk is not

for women. -

" Before Mike shows up, Zoe climbs out of the car window, and uses two belts to
balance on thehddd', and liferally rides the car. Kim’s jro‘b is to drive as fast as she can,
 and the whole gamé is 'ﬁg‘ure'(‘i as a form of sexual pléasli'ré;' Zoe screams with enjoyméhf

- and urges Kim to go faster. The portrayal of the 'game‘ shows that women can become
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excited through aggressive behaviour, but this is totally dependent on performing forms
4of hypermasculinity. Even before the Women hit the road Zoe says, “I want to drive a
Dodge challenger, fuck me swinging—balls out!” 2
The realis‘ticvaspe)ct of the stunt cornes frorn a lack of C(“}"I‘ and a clear"(;’v‘iysion of i
Zoe,actually being .on the hood of a speeding car Tarantino foregrounds her status as a
real 11fe stunt woman by having the‘ scene seem as‘authenti‘c as poss1ble Krm cheers Zoe
on, and the 1n1t1ally passrve Abernathysrts in the passenger seat completely amazed and
exc1ted Everythmg is gorng as planned untll Abemathy spots Mrke qurckly approachmg
from the rear. The camera stays w1th the women untll rlght before M1ke smashes into
their car. After the 1n1t1al collrsion the camera srts on Mlke s car—foregroundlng the
hood ornament as a phalhc symbol—— ,whlle he continually bangs into the back of the
‘other“\.f\ehicle. .;fhe s'cefnario is;ﬁgured as one in vtihich all-i'emale sexual lpleasure turns
mto heterosexual violence,v as Zoe is forced to rernain on the hood throughout the attack.
She is helpless to fight back as iMike retains the presumably superior position o.f |
| aggressor Mike shouts degradrng lines such as, “So you wanna get hot?' Suck on thrs' ?
1ndrcat1ng.hrs awareness of the sexual dynamlc of the situation. Much 11ke Pam’s torture
‘ earller, the scene ﬂuctuates between the pomt of view of Mlke and the women, and
"l‘arantino continues t’o showcase Zoe’s authentic display of the stunt. ‘vThrough'lon'g
sho:ts,” the vrewer is able to see the actual risk that' vifent 1nto the sequence; and as Zoe
cries and scream.s,; the intention is to create a sense of abj ect terror;for‘both the character
and spectator. V’Car_ol Clover states that “A fi gure does notcry andcower because sheisa
, ivornan; sheisa wornan‘ because_sh‘e‘ cries and cowers. And a ﬁvgure is not a psycho killer

because he is a man; he is a man because he is a psychoikiller"’ (12). The proble\m,-



106

however, is that the sequence has the dual function of presenting Zoe Bell’s skill in stunt

 work (coded as masculine), while simultaneously coding her as a femininized victim.
Tarantino t_hus uses Zoe’s daring performance to-f’oreground.women’s eapaeity for
performing ma‘sc‘ulr‘ine hehavrour, while. once again ‘glorifying aggressive violence. ’The
sp_eetator 1s in a. position of both eﬁperreneing abject fear, ‘and oelehrating Zoe’s .intense
skill. With the sequence reading as a rape scenario, th‘e uoubltng aspect isvthat Mike’s
_vihious attack figures as catalyst to make Zoe’s impressivefeat‘e\(enmore vspectacular,

‘ thus implying that the experienee is hoth positive and negative. As stated earlier abject
terror can work to e11c1t a masochrstlc experrence for the viewer, and i in Zoe’s case, it
does for her as well To further trouble the intended progressrve stance that vTarantmo
wants Zoe is shown to be in hlgh spmts rmmedlately after the 1n01dent K1m and
Abernathy wait quretly fora 51gn that Zoe is ok and then she pops out from the bushesv
seemingly unharmed. All three women then appear totally unfazed by what just
occurred—rn some ways appeanng happler than they were before Mlke showed up. In
other words, thls moment of abject terror actualIy ﬁgures as pleasure, which 1nd1rectly.
suggests that the women enJ oyed the experience. The preferred reading that I belleve
Tarantino is gOing for isifthat the women are supposed to come across as unfaaed bec'au‘se
the}‘" know'that Mike’s hyper"rnasculinity is not as powerful as he p'resumes it to be: With

their own stunt skills and an armour inducing car, they know th'ey‘ can match up e\%enly 0

Mike when the element of surprise is taken away. However, when the scenario is coded

as rape, there are pre-existing power structures that cannot bé ignored. By having the

women’s true potential to perform hyperrnaSCulinity tigured as a reaction to male

aggression, Tarantino is _complicating the women’s ability to perform the same kind of
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masculinity as men. In other words, the stunt is only spectacular when the women are
 forced to compete with Mike. . - .

J By having the‘wo‘me;n’s strength reside in their colleetivepresenee '.i;i}ithin the
vehicle Tarantino is playing With the notion of groups within the.r’ape reVenge film. 1
szt on your Grave (Meir Zarchl 197 8) 1nfamously depicts a group of men repeatedly -
feeding off each other’s mascuhne aggress1on wh11e they terrorrze and rape a solitary |
Woman. The film showcases the SadlStIC potential that men in groups (and men in
| general) possess ini regard }to aggressive}sexinality, and Déath beofWorksto re.z-' )
contextualize this potential in terms of gender. The women use their collective power to
seek revenge on Mike, and the notion is that, if you mess with one of us, you mess with
all of us. Tarantino wants the reactionary element of the revenge to showcase women’s
ability to access aggressive behaviour when they need it, but his failure to sustain abject
terror once again undermines his intent. In showing the women as unharmed, he
downplays the traumatizing power of potential sexual violence. Also, if the women are

not shown as traumatized, is their revenge really justified? R

In the original I Spit on youf Grave; Jennifer (Camille Keaton), transitions 'from‘

| an nnasstiming,‘ eonﬁdent woman, into an emotionless killer.** Her change is hardly o
remimscent of a progressive feminist stance, but at least there is an attempt to reﬂect (and
to a\ienge) on the traumatlzlng experience of sexual violence. Clover 51ngles ont the un-
reahstic nature of the revenge in I Spit on Your Grave, by highhghtlng how eas1ly

J ennlfer can drive a speed boat r1g a spring-noose and get r1d of a body (to name a few)

“In no way am | attempting to vahdate Grave’s narrative as progresswe lam 5|mply detallmg the
dlfferences between the two f" Ims. : v , 2
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(143).*! Similar diSapprbsral has beén shown towards fhe remake of Spit as well. Andrew

" O’Hehir from Saloﬁ.c()m refers to the‘ﬁlm as “Bogus feminist torture porn”, and he
draws attention to ths fact that Jennifer’s revenge is entirely implausible, yet the rape
scenes thét spawn herAﬁer are convincingly portrayed .(Web). Tarantino uses a
somewhat realistic aesthetic (real cars hitting real cars) for both the rape and the revenge
scenario in order to avoid claims that either attack is unrealistic.* In doing so, however,

~ the revenge reads more like a traditional rape (from a rape-revenge film) than the initial

- attack, and Tarantino wants it to be this way so that he can continue mocking Mike.

 When the women go after Mike, they find him pulled over ona dirt road. Heis
crying bécau’se before he left the women, Kim shot him in the arm (he was outside his car
of course). He screams and shouts in a manner normally reserved for female victims and
further éxposes the limitations of his hypermasculine posturing, while also showing his
dependency on his armour). From this point on, Mike shows__in‘tense fear as he flees from
his assailants. The sequence is shot in a similar mode as his first a“&ack, only this time
.there is no sense that the victim (Mike) is receiving any type of pleasure. Mikes worst
fear has come to life, as women are using stunt work to defeat the stunt man. Also, the -
\vi‘eWer ’is force.d into alternating positions of victim and attacker, as the camera switches
from Mike’s terrified look to reverse shots of the smiling women. Normally forcing one

to identify between both positions is a means of presenting the distressing and horrifying

X |n a moment of intertextuality, the women smash into a canoe on the side of the ride, and Abernathy
shouts, “Did you just hit a boat!” The moment is clearly meant to be read as an allusion to Spit, and
Tarantino is suggestmg that these women are surpassmg .lenmfer in terms of a realistic revenge.

2 Tico Ramao in his artlcle ”Guns and Gas lnvest:gatmg the 19705 car chase fi lm” states that in the 70s
“the car chase became Hollywood’s action sequence par excellence”. {Romao 131). Tarantino wants to pay
homage to these former car chases by not using CGI and have real cars going really fast.
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nature of rape in the rape revenge film, but that is not the case with Death Proof. The
viewer does not share in Mike’s fear because his descent from hypermasculine agency to
abject terror is one of mockery. When his point of view is dominant, the viewer is meant
to appreciate the women’s aggression and to relish in Mike’s misery because he is a

phoney. In other words, one is supposed to “get a kick out of”” watching the intended

gender reversal because Mike is not an authentic man.

| Mike’s entire persona is based around outdated hypermasculine posturing that
‘seeks to keep women down. The women aré therefore coded as authentic because their
posturing is fepr’esentative of contemporary times. They represent the increasingly
flexible gender norms of the present day, while Mike represents an outdated view of
gender. Also, Mike is figured as inauthentic because his posturing is dependent on
gender performance as well. In his insistence to be called “Stuntman” he is revealing his
“need” to be associated with hypermasculinity. Tarantino, thqugh, is not actually
critiquing hypermasculinity when he mocks Mike; he is mocking a;hale who needs to
| inasquerade as hypermasculine. Part of the; reason Mike’s position as victim is meant to
be enjoyed is_becausé he is not Thunderbolt or the Bandit. Both of those characters went
* to the road because they liked cars and fhey liked independencé. Mike uses his car and
the road to hide from who he really is—a we’ak male who wants to be seen as strong. .
, Marklng Miké;s éssaiuit as."one‘v&i'thout"a shared coﬁﬁécﬁdh (in terms of codlng
.the“ viewer as/ féfrﬁniné t.hro'ugh‘ abjéét térrof) betwéejri /victim and si;écfatdf wdrks to
v‘fuvrther' cbﬁiplicaté %aféntirid’é paétiéhe. By pylélc‘i\ng the Wbmen- and thé spectdtof m a
' Shél;éd relaﬁonship of .sad'iém,"’l‘arah’tind is Sﬁggésting thatMlke ;“i‘s askiﬁg for ité’. By '

- using the women’s aggression as evidence that they can surpass Mike at his own game,
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Tarantino loses the critical potential that the rape-revenge genre is known for. Clover

| states that rape-revenge films can be critical of rape when they expose common
misconceptions of the crime such as she was asking for it — Death Proof though
unwittingly celebi'ates sei(ual yiolence (116). By placmg women in what he sees asa
position of empowerment, Tarantino efi‘ectively showcases the elarsti_c}ityvof gender in.
'tenns of geme, but he nnknowingly complicates his own intent by gmargi\nalizing the |

women’s agency.

When the three women finally run Mihe off the road they pull'him out of his car
and collectively beat him unconscious. Mike is‘marl_ced as helpless Wit_hout his armour,
E and Zoe gets the final shot as she spin kicks him in the head. Mike falls to the ground,
the frame freezes, and the end credits begin. ‘The action resumes, however, when the

song (‘Chick Habit’ by April March) begins to play and Abernathy walks over and slams
her heel into Mike’s throat, thus killing him. Tarantino has Ahemathy deliver the fatal
blow because she is the one who was coded as the least masculine due to her
ine}iperience \_yith thrill seeking behavionr. Her action novy places her beside Zo_e and |
K1m as “bad-ass” females and the lyrics of the song work to further justify that:it‘is( )
Mlke S behav1our that spawns the women’s true capacity for performative -
hypermascuhmty “Hang up the ch1ck habit / hang it up, daddy / or you'll be alone ina
| qu1ck / hang up the ch1ck habit / hang it up, daddy / or you'll never get another fix / I‘
tellmg you 1t's nota trick / pay attent1on / don't be thick / or you re hable to get llcked ”?
'l'he song spggests thatmen need to change their mlsogynistw Vlews, or worne)n‘wﬂl

~ punish them. Mike’s defeat at the end of Death Proof is thus a signiﬁeation for women’s
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capacity to access performative hypermasculinity just as well (or better) than men, when

the situation demands it.

Clover refkerskto‘jrthé rape and rﬁﬁrdei in La&t House on the Leﬁ as “conducted
‘with éonsideraﬁle Sexualx energy, but when theyka're over, thé as‘sai‘llal.nfs lodk ét the girl’s
limp body in a kind éf 'dﬁmbfdundéd shame; it‘is‘ a iférsf long téké in‘deed...thé rhost
' disturbing moment in th‘is most disturbing of ﬁlms (137). The ending to Death Proofis in
stark to contrasf to Last House because Tarantino hés no interest in exploring violence in
the way that Craven does, even though one:of his go'al's is to imitate the viewing
experience of an exploitation film. He clearly falls short in his imitation as he fails to
sustain the realist aesthetic that earlier filmmakers made use of. Tarantino féns do not
rush’ to his ﬁlms to experience abject terror or be éxp'qsed to prqgressive poiitics; they go

to have fun, and Tarantino knows this. Unfortunately, with Death Proof; he tries to have

it both ways, and the result is a film best categorized by its ingohereﬁce.

.

I have conﬁnued to highlight the contextual dissonance that ‘occurs when
Tarantino updates genres and éycles from a previous era into a contemporary context.
There is a tension that emerges when he places one era in line with another, and in some
ways this suggests that maybe 1970s exploitation films cannot be convincingly re-
visioned. The 1970s reprééent a period when certain exploitation filmmakers weré trying
to make sense of what was happening around them (Vietnam, Watergate, Black Power,
recession). When Tarantino uses the slasher film to re-contextualise Mike’s
hypermasculine posturing, hé undermines the potential subversive qualities of the Kkiller,

- as Mike’s violent acts are prioritizeci as spectacle. Moreover, by framing an exciting car

~ chase as an intended rape revenge scenario, he diffuses the potentially traumatic power of
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sexual violence. By focusing on the women beating Mike at his game, Tarantino also
| prioritizes presumabiy masculine, thrilvl-seeking behaviour over everything else. He b.

shows that women can be as “bad-ass” as men but at the cost of further ﬁgurmg

femlmmty as 1nfer10r Mlke is net defeated because women are better than men at

posturing hyperrnascuhmty, he is defeated because he is coded as too femmlne
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Conclusion

Tarentine’s ]ﬁgﬁurious "Basterds' sets np itsr"el‘evi.tion to history right away: the title
“Once Upon a Time...In Nazi-Occupied France” frames the film as intended hi_sterical
fiction. Basterds blends fantasy with fact in a way that allows Tarantino to put his own
personal spin on World War II films and Wofld War II.- The film takes place between
1941 and 1945, and its five chapters pursue two separate plots to assassinate prominent
Nazi officials (including Hitler) at a Paris movie theatre.w The film combines aspects of
| spaghetti westerns and World War II combet films to create, as the tagline noted, “An -
Inglorious, Uproarious Thrill-Ride of Vengeance”. As Once again, Tarantino‘is not
- concerned with the actual details of the Second World War; he is concerned wnh how
pop-culture has dealt with the war.- Highly indebted to the Robert Aldrich’s The Dirty
Dozen (1967), Basterds employs a similar strategy of figuring war films as both vicious
and fun. The Basterds use ultra violent tactics to kill Nazis, and their trademark to sealp
their enemies after killing them or to carve a swastika into their fofeheads if they need to

keep th_em alive.

Unhke ‘Tarantm'o s prev1ous ﬁlms thongh Basterds uses pastlche pr1mar11y as . |
means to shdwcase how cinema is d1rect1y connected to both our sense of and
relatlonshlp to history. Whereas Jackze Brown and Death Proof use past1che to} enplore |
onr cultural memory of film hlstory, Basterds deals spec1fically w1th hlstory as deplcted
through film. Daniel MendelSOhn notes that the ﬁlm "represents an evolution for the
director”, based on ‘the fact that “in this new movie, the movies aren't just a subtle (or not

- so subtle) element in an allusive aesthetic game; they ‘are, at last, front and center"(Web).
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Basterds not only suggests that war films often re-write history, it also suggests that

watching violent war films can be fun—even cathartic—for the viewer. -

‘Tna ‘seque'nce inyolving the screening of the fictional Nazi war ﬁlm Nation’s
Pr:de (directed by Eli Roth), Tarantino alludes to the moral consequences of ﬁlm
spectatorshrp (Walters 22) Dyer states that any ﬁlm-wrthm-a—ﬁlm is llable tobe |
pastlche as: ‘fThe very act of framlng one work Wlthln another in the same medlum cr
mode tends ‘t’o.brinﬁg out the sense that the mediurn or rncde'of the framed wbrk 1s belng |
“used dlfferently to 1ts use in the framing work” (Pastzche 64). Nation’s Pride deplcts a
fNazr soldier, F rederlck Zoller (Damel Briihl) sniping 250 enemy soldiers from a brrd’
nest p051tion ina bell tower (presented as non—ﬁctlon in Bastera’s) The camera sits in the
tcyver and captures are- enactment of Zoller kllllng all 250 soldlers Whlle the ﬁlm-
within-a-ﬁlm can be seen as Tarantino’s critique of the low quality of many Nazi
propaganda ﬁlms the primary aim of the sequence is to parallel the reaction of the Nazi’s
audlence wnh our own. H1tler and Goebbels laugh and cheer after each death and Ben
.Walters rlghtly notes that “only a thoughtless viewer will not see him or herself reflected |
in shets ef Hitler cacklingas he watches Americans being slaughtered in Nation ’s Przde”
(22). Tarantino here suggests that cinema can be cathartic, but such a release often comes
at the expense of undermining the horrific pOWer of violence. By aligning us with' Adolf
Hitler,“he critiques his own use of aestheticized violence, at the same time that he
recognizes (even celebrates) the potential power of cinema. =
| In Basterds, Tarantmo re-writes histcry to turn the tables cnthe: Nazrs and have
J ews enact suitable yengeance for the atr.ocitiesthat they endured“durin.g the l—lolbcaust.

Inversion is used to signify the deeply emotional aspect of a desire for historical revenge,
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as Hitler’s ﬁctional slaughter is meant to be read as pure catharsis for the viewer.

| However, if Jews are celebrated for their violent mimicry of Nazis, and we are also
aligned with Nazis in the film, than what exactly is Basterds’ stance on the horrors of ‘War
and gen001de'? Honestly, I am not sure that Tarantmo necessanly cares. He made
Basterds to explore the role of cinema in relatron to the cultural memory of a hrstorlcal
trauma. Through strateglc reversals he suggests that th1s is the type of a cathars1s that

| viewers want in a war film. Closure is offered here in the refwntmg of the war fo_r those
-who see vengeance as the ultimate depiction of justice. The vﬁlm”ls closing scene, |
‘however, once again points to a moment ’of self—crltique. As Aldo Raine (Brad Pitt)
savagely carves a swast1ka into Hans Landa S (Chnstoph Waltz) forehead, he states ¢ 1
thmk thls _]ust m1ght be my masterplece The moment parallels an earher scene When
Goebbels announces that Nation s Pride will prot/e to be his masterpiece. The
assoclatlon pomts to Tarantino’s understandlng of the one-sided natlonahst propagandlst
approach that war films nonnally embrace, but it also suggests that he sees this
sensatlonahst approach as perhaps representative of the primary allure of cinema. He

‘both celebrates and laments films that re-write history, and thus continues to use Jpas_t’iche

 in a critical manner.

+ . Tarantino has come a long way from his first two films as he continues to develop
and alter his use of postmodern pastiche. Since Reservoir Dogs, he has expressed lhis
love of cinema through his own films. By exploring the trajectory of his career, one can
see how increasingly important it is :Ifor Tarantino to articulate his attachment to the
cinematic past in hls work. Through his use of pastiche in his later work, he has also

- shown an engagement with criticisms of his output, as he frequently tries to re-frame his
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conventions for screening gender, race, and violence; thus showing his desire to be

viewed as both an entertainer and a critical filmmaker.

In 2012, Tarantino will release his seventh film, Djdngq Unchained. The story is
said to be a S_paghgtti-Westerri-inspiredV:t'ake on the Amer_ican slavery. Django (Jamie
F(l)xx)‘ 1s a slévve-tu'rned-g}uynslinger \;vhoy ééirs up with a Germén bounty hunter (Christoph
Walfz) to free his enslaved wife from the evﬂ MiésiSsippi pilantation ownetr, Calvin o
Candie (_Lednafdo Dicaprio). Matt Holmes, from Obsessed with Film, Writes in his script

| review of Djangq that “this isn’t a movie that young teenagérs, uﬁless they are 'hug‘e fans
of Tarantino, will get off their ass[es] to see in their droves. Tarantino is pléying fora
ni‘chve market h_elfé - nobody has really made a movie about race like this for years, and
Wﬁén they ‘did_ 1twas ne\'.ier forﬂall Ihéss ’erlyl;di»(ken(u:é”‘ (Web): Djangb Will likely contain svome
of the pcréistent tens1ons 1n félétion fo t:f;e bélitics .o’f raéé and gendef i’n Tarantino’s
WQrk; The siave fébel 1s, infaét, aﬁ ‘icor,lic> f}gﬁfe of resistant_bla}ck masculinity, It will be
a éhallenge to bien’d the spaghetti western and the s\lavery tale ina ;Qay that critic':ally'

| | ,places American history in dialogue with mythology. He will no-doubt take full

‘advantage of the exploitétiVé, violent opﬁdrtunities inherent in the re-framing of another

historical trauma. This, however, is what makes his films so interesting. His approach to

%

pastiche can be erratic, ideologically uneven, and, at times, offensive.. However, it can
also be engaging and significant. Love him or hate him, you can always count on

Tarantino to be unpredictablé.
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