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Introduction

By Quentin Tarantino

As a way of introduction, Jay Glennie sent me his examination/investigation/historical record of Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter, when he sought my participation in his equally definitive tome on Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver.

When I received the handsome, heavy, and frankly magnificent hardback book I was transported back to 1977, and my practically zealous devotion to that film.

The most mesmerizing cinematic experience I shared with a large auditorium audience during the entire era of “New Hollywood” was undoubtedly the Russian roulette scene in The Deer Hunter. I saw that three-hour epic at The South Bay Cinema One at least four times during its initial engagement. And cheered like my team won the championship when it beat the fuck out of Coming Home at the Academy Awards. I was so rabid about The Deer Hunter at fifteen that I refused to even see Coming Home out of loyalty to the Cimino picture.

Jay’s book brought back to me the way my dear departed friend Michael Cimino’s picture has—since the day of its release—held a significant place in my heart and memory, and has been my barometer for artistic achievement inside the Hollywood studio system.

Nevertheless, Jay’s tenacious tome deepened both my understanding and appreciation of Mr. Cimino and Mr. De Niro’s accomplishment (and in this instance I think both men deserve authorship). But also, the portrait of Michael that emerges from Jay’s investigation with colleagues, friends, and enemies is a much fuller and more complex interpretation of the man than the one that exists in Steven Bach’s book Final Cut.

So, after having the pleasure of going through it, I got on the phone with Jay to add my contribution to his Taxi Driver examination. I was so impressed by his book I just gushed my enthusiasm to its author, ending with the comment, “If ever you want to give one of my flicks ‘The Jay Glennie Treatment,’ gimme a ring.”

Well… the handsome and heavy book that you hold in your lap right now gives evidence to the fact that Jay Glennie did ring me up and he did give my film Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood “The Jay Glennie Treatment.” And I couldn’t be more thrilled with such a beautiful, fun, funny, and (at least to me) moving examination of my favorite movie.
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Quentin Tarantino with Leonardo DiCaprio.
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The filmmaker on the Lancer western set.




Trailer


“This is my world. And this is my love letter to LA.”—QUENTIN TARANTINO



Quentin Tarantino paced round his home high in the Hollywood Hills as Leonardo DiCaprio, his movie star, his Rick Dalton, sat in his backyard. DiCaprio looked out over his swimming pool at the vista of Hollywood. He was reading the screenplay for what was to be Quentin’s ninth feature film.

Later, Brad Pitt, the living embodiment of Cliff Booth, read the same screenplay, sitting on the same seat, looking over the same swimming pool at the same sprawling Hollywood vista. This was his second reading of the script. There were more stains on the front of the script this time.

Then, Margot Robbie, a reincarnation of Sharon Tate, was granted the comfort of Quentin’s lounge, drinking an Australian beer, a bottle of Victoria Bitter (VB, for those in the know). By the time she read the screenplay, there were even more stains, creases, and thumb prints.

[image: A script cover for the film Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, written and directed by Quentin Tarantino.]
Quentin Tarantino’s title page for the screenplay, handwritten with his signature red and black pens.
There were only two copies of Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood. Its author was taking no risks. Quentin had been burned before. Screenplays he had meticulously crafted had found their way onto the internet, spoiling the thrill for the pure cineast, plot twists revealed before introducing themselves on the big screen. Quentin was not about to be burned again on his new cinematic adventure. Of the two copies, one was under lock and key in his house and the other under lock and key at the office of his agent, Mike Simpson at the William Morris Agency. Anybody invited to read it, from actors to producers to heads of departments to studio head Tom Rothman, would read it in the confines of either location.

Quentin’s ninth movie as a writer and director—ten features and he was out—was to be a love letter to Hollywood. Every one of his movies was a love letter to cinema, the medium he had adored since as long as he could remember. But his new screenplay featured Hollywood at the epicenter of events. This was the Hollywood he had grown up in and around. It was the Hollywood where the old guard had to evolve or become extinct. A new decade was dawning, and the God-darn hippies were coming.

In 1980, you had Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull, which Quentin loved, but oh boy, it was the same year as The Stunt Man, and that, he really loved. “Come on—Peter O’Toole as Eli Cross. You’ve just fucking got to love that, alright!” He had always gotten a kick out of movies about movies, the inside track, taking you behind the magic curtain. What’s not to love about that genre? But you needed to have some years under your belt as a writer–director to successfully pull that off. So the idea was parked—for now.

Fast forward, and there he was, sitting on an apple box, the whirlwind of the Death Proof movie set circling around him. Heads of departments and their teams were getting their shit done, readying for a new scene, when he saw one of his leads, an actor of a certain vintage, shooting the shit with his buddy, the actor’s longstanding stunt double. They were telling old war stories when it hit Quentin: This was his way into his own movie-within-a-movie movie. The decade-long working friendship between these two stalwarts was playing out before his eyes.

[image: Rick Dalton dressed in a cowboy outfit leans on a wooden railing in a Western-style setting.]
Roles within roles, worlds within worlds: Leonardo DiCaprio as Rick Dalton playing Caleb DeCoteau on the fictional set of real-life western TV show Lancer, as recreated in Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood.
[image: A film slate for the movie Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, depicts scene and take details, dated October 6, 2018.]
Clapboard utilizing Quentin Tarantino’s handwritten title.
[image: Quentin Tarantino wearing a cowboy hat and a checkered shirt gestures while leaning on a wooden surface.]
Quentin at the saloon doors on the Lancer set.
Between making Death Proof, Inglourious Basterds, Django Unchained, and The Hateful Eight, Quentin began to scribble down stories. He was in no hurry. Just as the two dudes’ tall tales only got better with countless retellings, Quentin’s slowly expanding new world did the same. There was no rush. Writing it as prose, sometimes as a play, he would learn about his characters through their spoken duels; via their back-and-forth, he would find a sense of them as people.

Joan Didion wrote in her book The White Album, “Many people I know in Los Angeles believe that the sixties ended abruptly on August 9, 1969, ended the exact moment when word of the murders on Cielo Drive traveled like brushfire through the community, and in a sense, this is true.”

Quentin’s train of thought took him to a reinterpretation of those events, when any innocence Hollywood may have ever possessed was slain for good. The murders perpetrated by Charles Manson and his followers ripped the soul from Hollywood. Manson, and his cult, was to be the backdrop to the movie Quentin wanted to tell. However, this would be Quentin’s world. He could create his own narrative. In his retelling of events, the beautiful young actress Sharon Tate and her husband, Roman “Rosemary’s fucking Baby” Polanski, live in the Hollywood of peace, love and… murder… and survival.
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Various Spahn Ranch props gathered by property master Chris Call.
At the heart of Quentin’s reinvention would be the friendship harking back to his day on set. It’s a bromance between Rick Dalton, a once-rising star who fears, like his contemporary, Steve McQueen, that his time has passed him by, and his buddy, stunt double, gofer, and decorated former Green Beret, Cliff Booth.

The resulting screenplay read for Quentin like “my memory piece. Alfonso [Cuarón] had Roma and Mexico City, 1970. I had LA and 1969. This is me. This is the year that formed me. I was six years old then. This is my world. And this is my love letter to LA.”

This is the making of Quentin Tarantino’s Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood.





Andrew Cooper: Set Photographer

Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood’s on-set photographer, Andrew Cooper: is no stranger to working with Quentin Tarantino: “My relationship with Quentin dates back to Kill Bill. Quentin is very particular, and it is not always easy to understand, and he doesn’t like to explain himself. As you talk with him you’ll agree with something that you think is clear, and then it’ll turn out that he actually had another meaning behind that meaning that’s not available to you. That’s because it’s in his head. However, over the years I have come to realize that Quentin is an open doorway, but it is a very, very deep hallway. But what a mind.

“I review and edit my own material, and I show Quentin the photographs which I consider the most successful,” explains Cooper. “Quentin only looks at photographic prints, not images on a screen. I print my selects on high quality 13 x 19-inch heavyweight paper, using archival inks. These prints are inscribed on the back with the exact time that they were taken, as well as the date, shooting location, and any other relevant information. Once a week we look at them together, in private. We often scatter them on the floor to have a more objective perspective on their impact, and he walks amongst them to make his choices. The prints are work tools. When he is selecting I say little, or nothing. I don’t question his decisions; I have already made my contribution by what I chose to photograph, and by my initial edit. I don’t presume to influence his choices in this or in any other aspect of his work. The prints which are not approved are destroyed.

“I place the prints he has approved in large, black, clamshell boxes, which I store in the camera truck,” reveals the photographer. “They travel with us for the duration of the film—as a work in progress—so Q always has access to them. As the filming continues, the collection grows steadily larger. Eventually, there will be three boxes with approximately one hundred prints in each box. The prints that I make are for Q’s eyes only, unless he decides to share them. It is an edition of one. They are Quentin’s master ‘key set,’ from which he will draw images to represent his film.

“In my experience, this manner of working is unique to Quentin. Quentin cares as much about the photographs that represent his films as he does about every other aspect of his work. They will be seen by his audience before they have the opportunity to see his film. They ‘herald’ his film. If they are poorly selected, mediocre, or pedestrian, then his film will appear that way to an audience who have not yet had the opportunity to see his work.

“I use two small cameras. No accessories. If you were visiting the set for the first time, you would not know I was the photographer. Nevertheless, when you look at my photographs you are Quentin’s guest. My lens is unapologetically present and brings you to a front row seat. You are seeing the scene from a privileged position, not as a distant fly on the wall.”

[image: A photograph of Quentin Tarantino in a cowboy hat and glasses, holding a pipe, on a film set.]
“Quentin had no idea I was taking this photograph,” reveals still photographer Andrew Cooper. “I saw it had so many vectors. We have Quentin, the name of the film on the chair, the pipe, and the crew working. It captures it all.”
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1 Beginnings and Yarns


“Quentin’s fascination with Hollywood is very deep and very complete.”—KURT RUSSELL



Little Quent would stare up at his reflection captured in the window of his stepfather’s Karmann Ghia. Curt Zastoupil would more often than not be driving the six-year-old and his mother, Connie, home from the cinema, their son gatecrashing another date night. As long as he kept his mouth shut most of the time, and when he did interject, it was as sure as shit not some childish nonsense, he was a welcome third wheel. He knew the deal. The daytime was his to let loose and be the annoying kid, but when the sun went down, he had to step up to the plate and jettison any childish tomfoolery. When the clocks changed, he was on adult time.

And yet, any pretense of being an adult was forgotten when a young boy’s sensibility took over as the neon lights on Sunset Boulevard and the Sunset Strip, all selling their wares, illuminated his face in the Ghia nipping through the traffic. He would look up in awe from his seat as the flotsam and jetsam of the street life passed by. The rock-and-rollers, the troubadours, the runaways, the drug pushers, hookers, and mobsters would be mixing cheek by jowl with film stars, tourists, studio executives, and johns looking for a trick. The intoxicating cocktail of this seemingly rich and glamorous 1.7-mile strip would be forever embedded in young Quent’s memory. It percolated in readiness for Quentin Tarantino, the writer–director, to pluck images from his temporal lobe and transfer to cinema.

With a blend of the mythical and real memory, it was his prerogative about what the finished landscape would be in his love letter. He’d jettison what he didn’t care to recall and bring into sharp focus what did appeal: the soda pop and movie billboards, the Hollywood Wax Museum, with Clark Gable, at the front and center in his reimagining of 1969.

His stepfather, Zastoupil, was a musician, adept at the piano and the guitar. His beat was the bars lining East LA and Los Angeles. These were watering holes like the Drinker’s Hall of Fame, where the punters would be schooled in folk, blues, and jazz. Often, Quent’s mother was working, either as a qualified nurse or, later, in a managerial position in the healthcare industry. So Quentin would go along with Zastoupil, listen to some tunes and soak up the adult dialogue, absorbing the alcohol-inspired banter.

“Whatever he did during the day, he took me with him, but sometimes it was to go to the Drinker’s Hall of Fame to pick up his check, alright? You know, we’d go along, and I would sit and look at all the posters,” recalls the future Oscar-winning writer.

The San Gabriel locals would nurse their chosen poison alongside actors and musicians, all raising a glass to black-and-white photographs adorning the walls of the soused Hollywood stars of yesteryear: Humphrey Bogart, John Barrymore, and W. C. Fields. Even in his tender years, Quentin was streetwise enough to know the real deal lay above the shelves of liquor behind the bar. The most battle-hardened patrons would think twice about partaking in a fistfight with the infamous demons in the photographs looking down at them, legendary brawlers like Sam Peckinpah, Lee Marvin, Aldo Ray, and Lon Chaney Jr. These men were often seen propping up the bar themselves. These men were the real deal. They could handle their liquor and give you a fat lip and take a knock themselves, and they had the battle scars to prove it.

It was Quent’s job to be seen and not heard. This was an adult environment. No dumb questions allowed. There will be time for you later. In the here and now, adults socialized. It wasn’t the movies, but Quent dug it, sitting drinking his Shirley Temple. He enjoyed hanging with the adults. Now, if any of the Drinker’s Hall of Fame regulars wanted to talk movies, well, in that universe, he was happy to hold his own. He had been brought up watching movies—all kinds of movies.

“Look, my mom was very young when she had me, like, fifteen,” Quentin says. Like many young people, Connie wanted to experience what was hip, and that included seeing the latest movie—many times at the Tiffany, the picture house on Sunset Strip.

“We saw a double of John G. Avildsen’s Joe and Carl Reiner’s Where’s Poppa?” Quentin adds.

Joe starred Peter Boyle (who would play the Wizard, a cabbie who imparts his wisdom to Robert De Niro’s Travis Bickle in Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver) as the racist and bigoted Joe. The jolt Joe gave the seven-year-old Quentin’s system was followed by seminal movies like M*A*S*H, The Godfather, The French Connection, Dirty Harry, The Deer Hunter, and Sergio Leone’s Dollars trilogy.
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Quentin Tarantino writing with his red and black pens on-set at Rick Dalton’s bar.
[image: A director’s chair with Quentin Tarantino written on the backrest, adorned with a cowboy hat.]
Quentin Tarantino’s director’s chair, with his Stetson resting on the back and script and notes in the saddlebag.
It was Connie’s view that the nightly news contained more traumas for a young and impressionable mind.

“Right on!” Quent cheered.

Sports were not for Quentin. He couldn’t see the point of giving time to the infantile idea of sports. He didn’t care for making models, either. But playing with his G.I. Joes and creating their worlds and adventures, having them defeat nefarious enemies? Now that was a kick. He also got a kick out of reading comics, another passion he shared with his mom.

But these paled next to the movies. Movies were his passion, then and now. “I literally cannot remember when movies were not my favorite thing—movies were my thing.” And what better way to feed that passion than the movie novelization? He was eleven or twelve, and here were books aimed at adults that he could dig. In the days before the VHS cassette—man, Blu-rays were something from outer space—before you could rent or buy a movie on a cassette and take it home, novelizations were king. A great novelization was a fantastic marketing tool that sat well with him. It was the way to go for a movie-head.

At the local 7-Eleven, you were faced with the spinner rack crammed with paperbacks. The romance novels were discarded after a furtive glance at a racy cover or two. Then a look at the crime and horror novels. But the total fixation was the movie novelization. These bad boys were why Quentin made the pilgrimage. Some were straight adaptations, and others gave a different slant on the released movie. Some came from the pen of the screenwriter. The rare find was those credited to the director. Sam Fuller wrote a couple. Sylvester Stallone, John Milius—these were great finds. Quentin was damn sure Steven Spielberg did not actually write Close Encounters of the Third Kind despite what the front cover told fans. That went for George Lucas and Star Wars, too.

But the guy Quentin gravitated to, no matter what movie he was taking a deep dive into and creating his own mythology for, was a scribe named John Minahan. That cat could write. Richard Thomas was great in James Bridges’s movie September 30, 1955, but Minahan’s novelization blew it out of the water. Quentin devoured the book, retitled 9/30/55. What was genius with the author’s reinvention was, he’d taken Thomas’s character back three years before the events of the movie. Quentin was hooked. Minahan was the dude he scoured for first. You got a new Minahan, it was going to be a good day.

Movies were Quentin’s passion. Perhaps coming in second place was watching television. Episodic TV series were a staple for families across America. 77 Sunset Strip, The F. B. I., and The Mod Squad. Shows like The Green Hornet and Kung Fu were part of the weekly ritual. No pause or recording. You had to watch live, devour them with the rest of the nation. Need a piss? You waited! Dinner was taken on his lap on the couch!

Westerns were a rich vein of delight: High Chaparral, Alias Smith and Jones, The Virginian, which made stars of James Drury and Doug McClure. It was renamed The Men from Shiloh when Stewart Granger and Lee Majors buckled on the spurs for the film adaptation. Steve McQueen had used the success of his TV show Wanted: Dead or Alive as gun-wielding bounty hunter Josh Randall to transform himself into a bona fide movie star. And then you had Gunsmoke.

Adapted from the hit radio series, Gunsmoke on the tube starred James Arness as US Marshal Matt Dillon, and made a star out of a young actor who joined its ranks—Burt Reynolds.

“If you are a kid in the seventies who watched the talk shows—and I did watch the talk shows, and I am talking about Johnny Carson, Merv Griffin, Mike Douglas, Dinah Shore, alright? I watched them all,” reveals Quentin. “So if you were a kid who grew up in the seventies watching talk shows, you were a kid who grew up watching Burt Reynolds tell Burt Reynolds stories.

“Now, Burt Reynolds and I had this strange connection in this regard,” he adds. “I was named after him. Burt Reynolds, on Gunsmoke, played a half-breed Indian called Quint Asper, and my mom, who as I said was very young when she had me, had a crush on Burt on that show. She was trying to decide to name me Quentin, based on his character, or Burt. She decided to go for Quentin. Now, I was at The Dukes of Hazzard premiere at the Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, and there was a tap on my shoulder. It was Burt Reynolds.

“ ‘Hey, man, I like your name,’ Burt said to me.

“I told him I liked my name too.”

Turning to the young guy accompanying him, Reynolds made the introductions: “Quentin, I would like to introduce you to my son, Quinton—Quinton Reynolds.”

Looking down at the young boy with the same name, Quentin saw a look of veneration in his eyes. “It was the kind of admiration I would have had if I was fifteen and had met Burt Reynolds. It was a kind of special moment.”



As Quentin reveled in the heroic and infamous deeds of the nation’s favorite stars, the lead in his latest movie, Death Proof, was a living and breathing member of an exalted tribe. Kurt Russell had spent his youth visiting his dad, Bing Russell, on the sets of TV shows and movies and starred in many of the shows Quentin loved as a young boy.

“While I was developing Death Proof, I had gotten to know Kurt Russell,” says Quentin.

Russell recalls their meeting: “At a small party, and he must have remembered our conversation, and a few years later he thanked me in the credits of Kill Bill.”

“Yes, so when Mickey Rourke’s reps began to get silly about him starring in my film, I instead offered the role of Stuntman Mike to Kurt,” continues Quentin. “It just was great to get to know him even more and just hang with him. Along with doing the car chase, one of the great things about doing Death Proof was getting to know Kurt Russell for the simple fact that he covers the entertainment world during all that time I was fascinated by, but he was covering it from when he was a little kid. He can be on the set of Bonanza. He can be on the Virginian. He can be on The High Chaparral or Lost in Space. But he was a little boy and then a young man, alright? But he remembers everybody. He covers my era, and he has literally worked with everybody, at least everybody that I like and that I am interested in. His dad knew everybody, and everybody knew Bing Russell.

“Everybody else who lived through that era has either passed on or they’re older. They’re the old-timers. But Kurt is the youngest guy who lived that experience and who I can work with. So you could sit there and just talk with him. He knows the wranglers, the stuntmen, and he knows this, and he knows that. Kurt knows them all.”

The feeling of respect was mutual. Kurt Russell loved hanging with Quentin. During long evenings, out would come a few bottles of wine, a shot of tequila or two, and a fine cigar. Shit got discussed, memories got unearthed, and it felt good.

“Quentin’s fascination with Hollywood is very deep and very complete,” Russell observes. “We would spend hours just chatting about so many people who I worked with, the shows and also people my dad, Bing, worked with. We had talked a lot about the stuntmen that would often be in our house, or we’d meet on set. They were just part of our life. I was a young guy, and my dad got me a horse early on, and I started to learn to do stunts on horseback. So to have those stuntmen around all of the time, I would just be learning from them. These guys taught me to drive a pickup real early—like eleven years old.

“So if you’re a young actor and you can perform your own stunts, well, you can save the company a lot of money. My dad knew Roy Sickner, who portrayed one of the early Marlboro men. Those were the type of guys in and out of the house.

“To work with somebody who knows so much about the work you have done is really impressive. He’s a savant when it comes to movies and television. I grew fond of Quentin. I really like him. I think he is fun. He is a great hang. I enjoy being with him, aside from the fact that I really do love his movies.

“He made me feel super comfortable talking to him. Before you know it, you’re telling him a story that you haven’t told or thought about for twenty-five years, and he does have a habit of bringing it out of you. Then you’re having a night. Everything sticks with Quentin, and it is fascinating to see what he does with what he learns.”

[image: A group of six people gathered on a film set, with two seated on director’s chairs and others standing nearby.]
Left to right: Leonardo DiCaprio’s assistant, Paul Kahil, producers David Heyman and Shannon McIntosh, DiCaprio, DiCaprio’s hair stylist, Kathryn Blondell, and Brad Pitt.
One thing Quentin learned that really stuck was Kurt telling him about a real sketchy dude his dad knew.

“Now, this was before we started shooting,” Quentin says. “We were discussing Stuntman Mike, and Kurt brings up this stuntman guy his dad used to work with. He is not Stuntman Mike, but he was definitely the jumping-off point for a character I ended up calling Cliff. But he doesn’t exist yet. But he sure as hell is not Stuntman Mike. He is not Stuntman Mike. Stuntman Mike is a fucking maniac, alright? He’s a serial killer, alright? So he is not Stuntman Mike. But Kurt said he was really sketchy.

“Well, I remember Kurt telling me that this guy was the only man he ever felt that his dad was a little scared of,” Quentin adds. “Not because of anything he did to him, but there was a certain thing—a vibe around the guy, which meant that he wouldn’t ever have pushed him. He brought that out.”

“Well, my dad wasn’t scared of him so much,” Russell says. “It was more he was wary, because you know my dad, Bing, was pretty handy too, let me tell you. But some of those guys sure went sideways. So Dad, well, he wasn’t going to upset my mom, because, let me tell you, my mom did not like that man. One time, he came to the house and my dad wasn’t there, and my mom would not answer the door. She did not trust him and did not like his vibe around us kids and the house. My mom was really cool that way. She told my dad, ‘I don’t want him around. I don’t like him, Bing. There is just something about him I do not like.’

“Now, my dad always listened to that, and he never brought him around,” Russell adds. “I actually heard him say things, and even at my age, I’d be thinking, ‘Well, that’s just creepy.’ I mean, I could tell you things about this guy, oh boy. He was a handful. He was the kind of guy who if you went to a bar with him at night, heads up, it’s going to happen. He had some experiences that I’m not sure the statute of limitations covers!”

Quentin also recalls another detail Kurt gave him that he stored away for Cliff Booth—the sketchy dude was indestructible: “Yeah, Kurt told me, ‘You see, he could not be hurt, and that was just the thing about him. You could not hurt him.’ ”

“That’s right. He was incredibly tough—just incredibly tough,” Kurt reveals. “I mean, nothing could hurt him. I worked with him and watched him come down a flight of stairs. It was a western, and this stairway was long. There must have been twenty steps or more off this thing. So he came down that thing five times. It didn’t mean a goddamn thing to him. He had elbow and knee pads on, but that was it. He just rammed down that thing. It just never touched him. Nothing ever touched.”

These stories were just organic fertilizer for Quentin’s imagination. It was stored away, ready to be brought forward as and when the time was right.

Squirreled down in Texas on Death Proof, Quentin’s and Kurt Russell’s relationship had developed into a deep bond.

“Look, I really like Death Proof a lot, but just becoming friends with Kurt was great, and he proved to be perfect casting,” Quentin reveals. “As I said, he had lived the life.” And so, when his star came to him with a request, Quentin was happy to acquiesce.

“It was interesting because deep, deep into the shoot, we were shooting a chase scene and Kurt came up to me: ‘You know, Quentin, I’ve got a guy, and I haven’t bugged you about him because you’re really into Buddy Joe Hooker, who is driving and everything,’ ” Quentin recalls. “ ‘I understand why you like him, and he is doing a magic fucking job. He is a legend and everything. He looks great as me in the car, and that is great. But we are doing the fight scene where Mike gets kicked and falls on the ground. Now, that could be my guy. Can we give him a day’s work? Can I tell him he can come for a day? I would like to take care of him.’

“I say to Kurt, ‘Yeah, sure, sure, sure, man bring him down—no problem.

“So he comes down there, and he is a nice fella, but there was an interesting vibe about him. He was not working for me—he was working for Kurt. If Kurt was happy, he was happy. You know, Kurt would be giving him the old nod as if to say, ‘We’re good.’

“So, like I said, I looked at them across the set, both sitting in director’s chairs, dressed identical in Stuntman Mike’s black jeans, black T and shitty turquoise jewelry. The guy is wearing a long-haired wig, and they’re shooting the shit, and I get to thinking, ‘Oh, man, they’ve been doing that for the last I don’t know how many years, you know? That is a great way into telling the story of a movie within a movie. Why has nobody ever thought of that as a way in? If I ever tell that story, the relationship between Kurt and his stuntman could be an interesting jumping-off board.’ ”

[image: Quentin Tarantino leans over a table, reading a document in a room decorated with vintage items and a movie poster.]
Quentin Tarantino goes over his handwritten script notes on set.
“I had two stuntmen,” Kurt explains. “I did so many movies with Dick Warlock. I did say twenty-two pictures, all the way back to my Disney days, and then Dick aged out and John Casino became my guy for a long time. Finally, he was done too. We did so many films together that we worked it out pretty well. That’s the relationship I remember with my guys.

“We didn’t see each other in between films,” Russell adds. “We didn’t have a life together like you see Rick and Cliff have, but they were important relationships to me. You build up a huge trust. We always said that if a stunt wasn’t safe enough for me to do it, then it wasn’t really safe enough for them either. We then have to figure shit out, and that’s why you want to work with your guy.”



Death Proof wrapped, and it was being unleashed into the world. It was September 2007, and Quentin was in London on the promotional tour. Traveling the world and selling his movies had always been an exciting part of the gig. Meeting the national sales teams and fans and hooking up with fellow filmmakers was just a privilege—one he enjoyed. He was safely ensconced in the Soho Hotel, right smack in London’s bohemian center. Here was an establishment where he felt at home, and when home beckons you like to return, and so he had stayed there many times before. As with any tour, there was little time to relax, but if there was down time rammed into his schedule, then that time was best spent writing. He had an idea and wanted it down on paper.

Now, if there was any writing to be done, there was a ritual to be adhered to. An A4 notepad and a bunch of pens were present. He favored the Paper Mate Flair pen, keeping it retro, and they were present in red and black in equal measure. Quentin liked the two colors. They broke the monotony. Quentin began writing, and he decided to begin this exploration into an actor he knew well: Aldo Ray.

Aldo Ray was a decorated war hero, a fabled hell-raiser, and a hell of a screen actor. Legend has it that the former US Navy frogman became an actor when he was tasked with driving his brother, Guido, to an audition for the 1951 film noir Saturday’s Hero. Director David Miller thought Aldo, with his imposing physique and deep, rasping voice, was best suited to star alongside John Derek and Donna Reed as a college football player in his movie.

Ray always believed he was going to be a big man in the political arena. After being cast in Pat and Mike, directed by George Cukor, written by Ruth Gordon and Garson Kanin, and starring Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn, he knew Hollywood and the big screen were his future.

“I have always loved Aldo Ray,” Quentin says. “I never got to meet him. But, look, I didn’t pull the chapter out of my ass. I knew that Aldo was a legendary drinker. Most people who worked with Aldo Ray back at that time have an Aldo story. David Carradine talks about, in his autobiography, Endless Highway, how if you did a movie with Aldo and you knew who Aldo was and you had respect for who he was, then you were the actor on the film that got the job to take care of Aldo Ray: You paid him his respects, but your job was to make sure he didn’t get to drink.

“I thought it would be neat to write about him,” he adds, “but what I wanted to do was find out a little bit more about this character who had been inspired by my chats with Kurt, who I had started to call Cliff—Cliff Booth.

“Who was this guy? What was his story?” Quentin recalls asking himself. “Now, Aldo Ray was a war hero, so I make Cliff a decorated war hero. They’ve got their war service in common. So there I have them in Spain in a bar after wrapping for the day. Aldo is there starring in a western, and Cliff is the stuntman. But what kinda stunt guy is he?

“Well, the guy Kurt Russell was telling me about. You know, it’s the same kinda situation as Stuntman Mike. People knew who he was. He had done enough to be legit. He had done enough to be considered a pro. His credits were good enough. He would hook up with an actor and double him for a couple of films or for a season on a TV show, or something like that. But not enough to take him to the next level, alright? Hal Needham is not going to put him in the head wagon during the wagon stampede during John Sturges’s The Hallelujah Trail, alright? He is not going to the head of a ten-thousand-dollar shot. He is the guy you take on to throw down the stairs eight times in a row.

“So, my mind went back to Kurt telling me about this guy. I recall saying, ‘Wow! That is a fascinating guy. That’s a really wild cat.’ ”

[image: Quentin Tarantino in a denim jacket stands next to a professional film camera in front of a trailer.]
The writer–director outside Rick Dalton’s trailer on the set of The Green Hornet.
This was the kinda guy Quentin wanted to get to know more.

“Look, you simply could not forget a great character like that,” Quentin says. “Kurt had described him so well. In fact, I asked him, ‘Who is somebody like him?’

“And Kurt goes, ‘Michael Madsen. If I was casting him now, it would be Michael Madsen. He is a tough mother. He is a kinda Michael Madsen type of guy.’ ”

This magnificent guy was implanted in Quentin’s head, and the more he wrote, the more Cliff began to take shape, the more the red and black pens hopscotched across the page. Kurt Russell’s memories of the sketchy dude began to morph into the charismatic Cliff Booth. By the time Quentin had finished the story, the vignette of Cliff shooting the breeze with Aldo Ray in a bar in Spain, he had a structure. The plan was that the idea would catch fire and things would develop and lead him on a journey. “Get the characters talking” was the mantra.

“What was important, I was definitely not writing my next film,” Quentin explains. “I was writing to see what happens. I didn’t have a story or anything. It was purely me trying to find out, who is this guy, Cliff? It was the first thing I wrote when I was away from home, and I just started writing this great introduction into Cliff.”

Quentin had indeed set the groundwork for his ninth movie.





2 From Evolution to Revelation


“I began to push it up that goddamn hill again.”—QUENTIN TARANTINO



By putting pen to paper, Quentin discovered a magnificent character. With Cliff Booth in play, his mind reverted to the image of Kurt Russell chatting with his old buddy stuntman on the set of Death Proof. If Cliff Booth was his guy, his stuntman, he needed an actor character to complement him. He needed a Sundance to his Butch.

He had a name. Rick Dalton had a certain ring to it. Rick Dalton was his actor. Rick Dalton was the pompadour-wearing TV cowboy who had become a bona fide star of the small screen with his hit western TV show, Bounty Law. But he had sense enough to know that his career was on the skids.

“OK, I now had to understand Rick Dalton,” Quentin says. “I had always been fascinated with actors that had had their day. You know, they’re off the back of a hit show and they’re trying to become a movie star. Now, some make it, and some don’t. But you know at least they have had the hit.

“You know, somebody will say, ‘Yeah, she was this popular actress then, but now look at her,’ ” he adds. “They’re emphasizing that ‘she was that, and now she is this,’ or ‘he had this career, and now look at him.’ I’m, like, ‘No, no, no. How long do you think an acting career is supposed to last? You cannot judge everybody by twenty fucking people in the history of the business. Everybody is not Bette Davis. Everybody is not Jimmy Stewart. How long do you think a popular acting career is supposed to last? A good career is ten years. That’s it. That’s your time, and ten years is a healthy amount of time—ten years where you are the girl, or you are the guy. Forget that you’re even the lead. Most people are not the lead for ten years fucking straight. If you’re still the lead after ten fucking years, then you’re a rare breed.’

“Tom Hankses are rare—Harrison Fords are rare,” Quentin says. “There is a reason that they are the big stars that they are, because they did something that most people don’t do. You have your time. With some people, it is at the beginning, in their twenties, and by the time they are thirty-five or thirty-six, it is over. Now, it is not necessarily that they lost their looks—no, it is because of a combination of a bunch of different things. You need to keep getting the right kinda roles and be in the right kinda movies that propel you for another six years. Sometime the roles dry up, and now they’re the second lead or the bad guy. It is not even bad luck. It can be that at a certain time, new people come around and fashions change. They have to do smaller movies or straight-to-video movies. That is just the way it is, and that’s the business.

[image: Quentin Tarantino operates a camera while Margot Robbie as Sharon Tate sits in front of a reflective glass.]
Quentin Tarantino checks the framing as Sharon Tate (Margot Robbie) stands in front of the ticket booth at the Bruin Theater, explaining to the cashier that she’s in the movie.
[image: Quentin Tarantino sits on a director’s chair on a film set, writing in a notebook, with a vintage truck and Western-style buildings in the background.]
Making notes on the Lancer set.
[image: Leonardo DiCaprio as Rick Dalton in a jacket and tan pants leaps over a truck bed while holding a shotgun, with a determined expression.]
Rick Dalton (Leonardo DiCaprio) leaps into action in a recreated scene from the 1965 The F.B.I. episode “All the Streets Are Silent,” as Michael Murtaugh, a character played in the original episode by Burt Reynolds.
“Now, for some people, it is the opposite,” he notes. “They can spend the first part of their career treading water, and it is only when they get older that they start working really well. It is as an older actor that they become a star or a big character actor, and then they hit big. They’re, like, in five movies a year and they’re doing more good movies than the stars do because they don’t have to carry the movie. Think of all the great movies Charles Durning was in. But he wasn’t fucking doing that in his twenties. Wilford Brimley got The China Syndrome, you know.

“So, all of this was feeding into Rick, and then I came up with The Films of Rick Dalton—like a cinema book,” Quentin says. “So, I figured who Rick was by writing about him in the film book.”

In keeping with classic books of the genre, The Films of Rick Dalton is a detailed look at each of Rick’s movies and episodic TV shows. There is a synopsis for each, and some critical snippets from the time of each movie release, ending when Rick retires in 1988.

Quentin has Rick as a TV actor trying to leap from the small screen to the movies. He made the gigantic leap—nearly became the new Steve McQueen—but is now sliding back to episodic TV or the third lead, getting his head busted, making the lead look heroic. If he was to get back to reinventing himself into the new McQueen, he needed an agent. It was time to bring in a wise old owl with his cunning plans for the young actor.

The agent became Marvin Schwarz.

“The third chapter, which I didn’t write as a book—I wrote as a play—was the whole Marvin-and-Rick meeting,” Quentin recalls. “Now, in the play, all of this took place in Marvin’s office, not as in the film. But I’ll come to that change later.”

Quentin’s time in London was proving to be a fertile period. This process continued as he toured the world promoting Death Proof. A press tour is not for the fainthearted. It is fun—for sure, it is fun. What’s not to like in talking about movies and meeting new and old friends to talk about movies? But there is no getting away from it. A world press tour is physically and emotionally draining.

When he arrived back in the Hollywood Hills, safely ensconced in the comfort of his own home, it was time to recharge. Writing was put on the back burner. He says he enjoyed the “solitude, sitting round my house, watching movies, chilling out, doing nothing, no responsibilities, and catching up with friends. The thing was, once I had finished Death Proof and gone all around the world and done the press on it, I had two or three months of doing nothing, and I needed that time.”

[image: Brad Pitt wearing sunglasses and a Hawaiian shirt sits casually in the driver’s seat of a vintage cream-colored car with the door open.]
Still photographer Andrew Cooper says, “Brad was sitting—completely in character as Cliff in his boss’s car—and I took the photograph, not giving Brad any direction.”
Seeking seclusion, Quentin safely locked away the long-form piece about Hollywood. No motherfucker was getting at it during his short hiatus.

“Eventually, it was time to start writing again,” he says. “So I returned to writing about the guys again—Rick and Cliff—and it was kinda Sisyphus: just toiling away, pushing the rock up the hill. Push, push, push it and push it. I was not worried about getting to the top, not worried about finishing it up. I just carried on pushing it, pushing and pushing it. Anytime that I needed to know more about Rick—what he was doing and what was going on with him—I just put it into that scene. If I wanted to find something about him, I had Marvin ask him. So for a year to two years, I just kept writing and adding to that scene, that part of a play. But I was just writing. It was one of those things whereby I wasn’t in any hurry. It just became a thing to do. Where I was, like, enjoying meeting the characters.

“And then finally, I said, ’OK, that’s enough! That’s enough for right now,’ ” Quentin adds. “But the process had got me writing again. I am loosened up. I’m all loosey-goosey, and I can begin to start to think about what I want to do next. And it was easy enough to move over and do the next thing, which was pulling out Inglourious Basterds and cracking that.”

Crack it he did, and once Inglourious Basterds was in the can, and with the press tour looming, Quentin made sure he packed his Hollywood notebooks in his suitcase. With sufficient fresh blank notebooks and a nice collection of red and black pens, it would be time to explore Rick Dalton and Cliff Booth again. His Hollywood story had evolved from an exercise in writing to an opportunity to meet new characters, with some changing names back and forth.

“There was another guy, and for one moment, I changed Rick’s name to this other guy,” Quentin recalls. “He was riding up to the office in William Morris, and he meets this cowboy actor who is waiting to get on the elevator as Rick steps off. This cowboy actor, starring in similar television shows as Rick, is called Scott Brown, and they have a chat. So for a brief time, I changed Rick’s name to Scott Brown, and then I thought, ‘Nah,’ and changed it back to Rick Dalton. Come on—he cannot be a Scott. He’s a Rick. He is Rick Dalton!”



With his Inglourious Basterds press duties over, Quentin returned to the Hollywood Hills and his friends. Now was the time again to relax and take time for himself.

“Look, I’m a lazy bastard, so if I am not working, I chill,” Quentin admits. A lazy bastard he may well be, but a writer has to write. Once again, out came the Hollywood notebooks and the pens. Sisyphus resumed pushing it up the hill.

“I felt in fact that this could be a really good last movie,” he says. “I am not in any hurry with this one. But I thought I had a neat idea. Rick and Cliff were two guys you wanted to hang with. It had gone from just writing and spending time with them to what could be my final movie. And then I think up the final scene. Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood is the only movie I have written where I started with the end.

“I thought, ‘What if Mr. Indestructible, Cliff Booth, was over at Rick Dalton’s house, and he lived next door to Sharon Tate on Cielo Drive, and Tex and the Manson girls went to Rick’s house instead?’ ” Quentin remembers. “And then the line came to me: ‘Those hippies sure picked the wrong fucking house that night.’ ”

Suitably loosened up, the writing exercise had stirred Quentin’s creative juices, and he had an idea as to what his next movie could be. A new set of black and red pens was purchased, and they gave birth to Django Unchained, his seventh movie.



“Are you fucking kidding me? You’re going to leave me on this cliffhanger?”

Producer Stacey Sher and Quentin were on location in Lone Pine, on the east side of the Sierra Nevada, shooting the opening of Django Unchained. Home here was the Lone Pine Best Western Hotel. Stacey had bagged the Barbara Stanwyck suite. “I am a big fan of Barbara Stanwyck. Quentin and I are both big fans of The Big Valley,” the producer says. “Describing the room as a suite is a huge stretch. It just meant that there was a couch in a larger room, a counter, a fridge, and a pod coffee maker, right?”

[image: Margot Robbie as Sharon Tate in a top and skirt walks confidently on a sunny street while a film crew follows her with professional equipment.]
Cinematographer Bob Richardson and crew follow Margot Robbie as Sharon as she walks through Westwood.
It was in the Stanwyck suite where she took a call from Quentin: “I wanna read you the book that I have started to write.”

It was in the suite named after one of Hollywood’s own where Sher was introduced to Quentin’s Hollywood fairytale.

“There is nothing that I love more than Quentin acting out all of the characters,” the executive producer of Pulp Fiction says. “He has been reading me scenes since he was writing Pulp Fiction, when he would call from a phone booth in Amsterdam. He was as famously hard to get hold of then as he is now. There was not a phone in the apartment he was renting, he did not have a cell phone, and he would call from the pay phone on the street.

“It has been one of the great privileges of our friendship and collaborations to be an audience for him,” Sher says. “He’ll calibrate—literally studies you to see what is landing and what’s not. It’s not, ‘Oh, I wanna hear my stuff out loud.’ He understands that there is a specific way that I respond to his work, and he wants to see how new work lands with me. He is both auteur and audience, and that is what is unique about him.”

Writing his Hollywood story had been a solitary exercise. “Stacey is one my oldest friends, and she was the only one I ever shared this with over that period,” Quentin says.

The first chapter he read out loud to his dear friend started with Cliff killing his wife and ended up with the actor and the stuntman pulling up outside of Rick’s house, as Rick extolled the virtues of home ownership: “This is how you know that you’ve really made it.”

“When Rick and Cliff made the turn up onto Cielo Drive was when I knew where we were going, because I knew what year it was,” Sher reveals. “Quentin’s story was going to intersect with the Manson murders. All of the setup was there. But I did not know that it was going to be a fairy tale.

“It was very clear to me thematically that this was going to be a story about how lucky we are to do what we do, whether you are a former stuntman, whether you are Rick Dalton, a sixties guy who was really a fifties guy coming into a new era of Hollywood that’s about to change,” she says. “He had almost grabbed the brass ring. It was clearly about a time in cinema when a change was happening.”

Sher remembered it being a day of late splits—swing shift or graveyard shift shooting. They started their day at 6 p.m. and ended at 6 a.m. the following morning. It was a long, hard stretch, made harder because she was salivating to hear more of the extraordinary story.

“I was just knocked out,” Sher says. “It was truly something else.

“Another memory is that at that time, it did not have a name, and I said, ‘You should call this Operation Magnum Opus,’ she adds. “But as excited as I was, he just left me hanging. I could not believe it, and when I told him he had to be kidding, he just laughed. Of course he did. He is Quentin.”

Quentin, laughing, did leave it there. He had another epic to complete.



Quentin was once again done with his press duties. Django Unchained was a bona-fide hit—audiences worldwide flocking to the cinema gave him the biggest box office return of his career. So after a grueling shoot and an equally taxing time circumnavigating the globe talking about his new hero, Django, now was time to reconnect with the real world once again. It was time to have a different kind of fun. Let the thought of writing gather a little dust.

Eventually, though, Quentin knew that the writing muscles had to be flexed. He pulled out his Hollywood fairytale again as an aid to begin creating a new screenplay.

“I began to push it up that goddamn hill again,” Quentin says.

The creative endeavors again saw him creating a fully functional world of hateful characters. He pushed aside what was to become Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood and pulled out a heap of blank pages and two pens, one black and the other red. During his downtime, he had watched various episodes of classic TV westerns like High Chaparral and Bonanza. An episode of The Virginian in particular sparked his imagination. Robert Culp appeared in the 1964 episode “The Stallion” as an alcoholic vet, Charles ‘Charlie’ Orwell. Mmmm, this is interesting: Culp’s character has this dark and mysterious past. Quentin sat, intrigued, and watched right to the end for the reveal to see whether Charlie Orwell was on the side of the righteous or not.

“What about if I had a movie full of nefarious dudes?” Quentin posits. “There was no Little Joe. You cannot trust anything they say, and you have to watch the whole thing to find out what is going on. There would be no fucking hero and no fucking moral center. That felt like a neat idea.”

That neat idea would become The Hateful Eight.

Honoring his press duties on that film, Quentin’s constant traveling companion was his ever-expanding Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood manuscript.

“I fully expected that it would be the same exercise again: I would push it up the hill and get to a stopping point and then put it away and begin writing the next one, the next movie,” Quentin says. To his surprise, however, the pens refused to lie down. “It became, ‘Holy shit! I think that I am going to finish it this time. I think that this is it. This is my next screenplay.’ ”

[image: Leonardo DiCaprio as Rick Dalton dressed as a cowboy poses in a tan suede outfit with a brimmed hat and a holstered gun.]
Leonardo DiCaprio poses as Nebraska Jim, star of the eponymous 1970 Rick Dalton spaghetti western. This was a reference shot for Renato Casaro, the classic film poster artist.




3 Rick, Cliff, and Sharon


“Any one of these scenes are some of the best you’ve ever written.”—ELI ROTH



Quentin had 1969. He really knew his characters, and he had also hit the realization that he no longer wanted to travel with the story he had created. He wanted to hang with them. Rick and Cliff were the kind of guys you would want to shoot the shit with over Rick’s Whiskey Sour and Cliff’s cold beer.

“Look, the biggest thing that happened with the movie was me asking myself, “What is the story that you want to tell with these guys, Rick and Cliff?” he says. “I originally had more of a story in mind—a kinda story that I was more or less following, and it took a couple of different turns, and I had a couple of different ways to attack it or whatever. I had been working on it for a number of years, and I really knew the chapters well, so when I asked myself that question, the answer was that I didn’t have to chase my tail here. I could do anything I wanted because I had been living with them for so long.

“I knew where the story ended: ‘Those goddamn hippies,’ ” Quentin says. “I knew where it was going to end—you know that it is going to end in the house. People are going to assume it is going to have a big, bang-up ending, but in fact, maybe everybody thinks they know where it is going to go—at least, they think they have an idea where it is going to go: the night of the murder, Sharon Tate, Jay Sebring…

“So it was literally a case of asking myself, ‘What is it that I wanna do? What is the story that I want to tell?’ ” he adds. “Well, I just wanted to hang with these guys. I go, ‘You know, I don’t think that I need a story; I think that these guys are good enough. I think you could do a day in the life. I really knew Rick, and I really knew Cliff. I felt that they were strong enough characters that I don’t need to come up with a cockamamie melodrama. I might use the story on something else. But I just made a decision that there wouldn’t be a story—we are just going to hang out with these guys.

[image: Margot Robbie as Sharon Tate with long blonde hair wearing a turtleneck sits thoughtfully, lightly biting her finger.]
To show Sharon living her everyday LA life, costume designer Arianne Phillips dressed Margot Robbie in a black turtleneck, white miniskirt, and white go-go boots.
[image: Margot Robbie as Sharon Tate in a fur coat holds a small gray dog in her arms while standing in a hallway.]
Sharon (Robbie) returns to Los Angeles from London at the start of the film with new husband Roman Polanski and her beloved dog, Sappy.
[image: Brad Pitt wearing a patterned shirt, sunglasses, and a Champion T-shirt, walking outdoors near wooden wagon wheels.]
Cliff Booth (Brad Pitt) wearing his classic combo: Hawaiian shirt, Champion spark plugs T-shirt, and jeans, with Stuntmen’s Association Member belt buckle.
    “So I had to write a script that worked with that premise,” Quentin says. “All that came when I realized that I was getting to the top of the mountain. So if this is this, then that is what I am going to do. Rick, Cliff, and also Sharon Tate—although of course, in my movie, she doesn’t know it—are dealing with their own mortality, and maybe there is more behind them than in front of them.

“Writing the script, the first thing I actually wrote was that ending,” he recalls. “It is the first time I have ever written an ending, but when I came up with the idea for that ending, it cemented the idea that I had to film it. It was a shot that I had in my head. I knew where it started and where it ended.”

With Sharon’s entry into the story, Quentin knew that he was stepping into the world of the Manson Family. If Sharon Tate was part of the fabric of his story, then the Manson Family had to play their part. Rick Dalton is living next door to newlyweds Roman Polanski and Sharon. The romance between them had opened up a whole storyline and a wealth of material for Quentin to mine. This also gave pause to another early question—a huge question: Did he really want the Manson Family in his head?

“I thought hard about that, long and hard,” Quentin says. “I actually came close to abandoning the whole idea of the movie because I wasn’t too sure I wanted to go there. But, look, I wanted to try. I knew that, you know, it could fall into bad taste. Was it opportunistic? I knew that I had to earn the right, so I took the risk.”

It was important, if the Manson Family was going to be an omnipresent factor, that Quentin did his research—hard research. If any criticism was going to be thrown at him, as there surely would be, then he wanted to own the knowledge. He wanted answers—not necessarily the answer. Who the fuck knows that? No, he wanted to be able to explain his thoughts on that whole horrific night concisely and precisely. He had to hit the research hard.

He already had a base understanding. You had to have if you were brought up around it. He and his cool friends were young enough to have heard Manson’s name. You knew you didn’t ask too many questions of adults. If you did, you were not going to get the answers you were seeking. This piqued Quentin’s curiosity early on. The Manson Family and the myths surrounding them were part of his tapestry. But it wasn’t a subject he knew well. That was about to change.

He began ordering books. He already had a copy of Helter Skelter, Vincent Bugliosi’s supposedly true account of the Manson murders. Quentin felt it was bullshit—too many falsehoods. He read newspaper articles and numerous interviews with Manson and family members.

Any doubts he may have had about whether he could carry off treating Sharon and the events surrounding her death with the respect they deserved began to evaporate.

“As it began to appear on the page, I felt that I had pulled it off,” he says. Again, as with Rick and Cliff, as he began to get to know Sharon on the page, he realized he just wanted to be in the warmth of her presence.

“We would see her live her life, you know, just about her day around Los Angeles doing her chores and running errands, picking up a book for Roman,” Quentin adds. “She is living the life we know, in reality, she would never get to do.”

It was important that Sharon revert to being a real person instead of a being a footnote in Hollywood history. His parents had taken him to see The Wrecking Crew at the Garfield Theatre, in San Gabriel, with Dean Martin as secret agent Matt Helm and Sharon Tate as his bumbling aide. The Donald Hamilton novels Quentin dug bore almost no relation to the films, which he did not dig. But Sharon? Quentin had an instant crush.

“Not only was Sharon Tate beautiful, she was really funny,” he says. “I remember, really remember, her bringing the house down as the klutz. All those gags she performed just floored the audience. Of course, the movie is no good now, but as a kid it was really funny to me. Here was this pretty girl doing pratfalls. She was lovely, and I had an instant crush on her. I remember walking out of the theatre and pointing to the picture of the beautiful klutz and asking my parents what her name was. It was Sharon Tate.”

As he began to understand more about her, the real Sharon Tate, he began to feel that she was almost too good to be true, a person it would have been wonderful to get to know.

“To me, the world, it seemed, was a lesser place because she was not able to live,” Quentin laments.

No longer would she be just a crime statistic—she was so much more than that. Quentin would set about making sure Sharon Tate was no longer defined by her murder.



Marvin Schwarz was morphing into a pivotal character in helping Quentin create the story. If he wanted to learn anything about Rick, he had Marvin ask—simple. After Rick and Cliff, Marvin was the third original character Quentin created, and as he came together on the page, Quentin knew the perfect actor to bring Marvin alive on the screen.

“Yep, pretty shortly after coming up with Marvin, I knew that I wanted Al Pacino to play the part,” he says. “Al is a theater actor, and it was a theater-actor kinda role, and I wanted the fun of Al Pacino saying my lines. I was trying to get to know Rick, and in doing so, I would just have Marvin ask him questions about his career. So that scene began to expand with Marvin asking Rick questions. Rick would try and explain, and Marvin would extrapolate on his answers. This way, I was being taught everything I needed to know about Rick. It became an exercise in having characters of that era talking, the way they would have spoken to each other.”



Before Pacino came fully into focus, Quentin’s thoughts turned to his ideal leading actor and his ideal stuntman. He still wasn’t sure whether this was his next movie, a movie down the pipeline, a book, or even a play, but his mind could not help but wonder who would be the ideal Cliff Booth and Rick Dalton.

“Was I casting it in my head as I wrote? Yes and no,” Quentin says. “My first thought was, in those early days, I first started thinking of Brad [Pitt] for the Rick character, but it is a double set. The guy has to be the guy’s double. So it was more like the situation was, I had different groups of doubles that could do it. It wasn’t as if I could cast this guy and then cast that guy—they had to go together, so I had different breakdowns of the guys.

“I carried on writing, but did I think I would be able to get both Leo [DiCaprio] and Brad in this situation?” he adds. “Yes, we had worked together and yes, we had a great time, but it would have been a tremendous amount of hubris to think that I could have them both.”

Quentin put any pressing thoughts of casting to the back of his mind. It was imperative that he complete the script. Casting would take care of itself when he had a screenplay for actors to read.



Brad’s long-term agent, Bryan Lourd, had heard Quentin Tarantino was writing. Rumors circled around the small movie town, and Lourd felt that the period it was purporting to be set in was in his client’s wheelhouse.

He placed a call to Quentin. No answer. A few days passed, and the CEO of CAA tried again, to no avail. No matter who he left a message with, there was no response from Quentin.

“I’ve loved Quentin from the beginning, so I wrote him a letter—like, a handwritten two-page letter detailing why Brad was right for the movie,” Lourd explains. “Visually, how I see things with Brad—with my clients when you’re making a decision about a movie—is, I ask them to imagine a shelf with scripts of the movies they have been in, their body of work. You ask the question: Does a particular movie fit or not? Well, the goal is to have a great shelf, right? It doesn’t have to be the biggest, but it does have to be right.”

The two-page letter went unanswered. Quentin was in writing mode, and he had his eyes on a legendary director.



It had been another glorious day in August 2015 at the Locarno Film Festival, which had honored Michael Cimino, and during a long meal, Quentin had spent hours quizzing him on the making of The Deer Hunter. On this particular glorious day—all days were glorious in this part of Switzerland, and they knew how to celebrate film at Locarno—Quentin had been invited along with a select few of the luminaries attending the festival that year for lunch. As the invited guests dissipated, making their way back to their hotels to sleep off the wine and great food, Quentin spied a guest he wished to speak with: Roman Polanski.

The Once Upon a Time… in Hollywood script had accompanied him on his sojourn, and any spare time would be spent honing it. But today was about a man who could fill in a couple of blanks in Quentin’s research.

There were just two other guests remaining: Jerry Schatzberg, who had directed movies such as The Panic in Needle Park and Scarecrow, and Roman Polanski.

“At the Locarno Film Festival, I am writing the script and Polanski was there,” Quentin recalls. “It was one of those festivals where everybody turns up at this restaurant to have a lunch, and little by little, people fuck off until there is a last couple left. So everybody fucks off until it is me, Polanski, and Jerry Schatzberg. We were drinking wine all fucking day, and now it is just the three of us talking. Now, I know what I am writing. I am writing it right now, and I have Polanski at my disposal. I figure I can ask him two questions without him getting suspicious—so, what are the two things I want to know? I had told him over the course of our afternoon how much I liked Sharon in The Wrecking Crew. I thought that she was very, very good in that. She had a bright future as a comedian.”

It was a light and bright afternoon, a perfect combination of weather and company. Quentin had drunk as much wine as anybody else, but his antennae were up. He was alert. He was hip. Here was Polanski sitting next to him, and he had a cup overflowing with questions. But, hey, the wine hadn’t numbed his senses that much. He had to limit his questions to practical questioning, not to become an interrogator and make Polanski guarded. Ask him something you do not know the answer to, have never read, Quentin reminded himself.

“Back then, when you are living in Los Angeles during that time, music wise, who did you listen to?”

“The Beatles of course—everybody listened to the Beatles.”

“Aside from the Beatles, who did you listen to?”

“Well, the Mamas & the Papas, but that was easy because they were good friends of ours.”

[image: Film characters Sharon Tate in a dress and a Jay Sebring in a suit walk together in a warmly lit indoor setting.]
Margot Robbie as Sharon Tate and Rafał Zawierucha as her husband, film director Roman Polanski.
“Is there a third?”

“Well, yes,” Polanski replied, and started to hit his hand repeatedly in obvious frustration. “What were their names—ugh, what were their names? Oh—Procol Harum.”

OK, they liked rock music and they listened to current music. Got it. Quentin figured he could wing in one more question.

“So when you were driving around LA at that time, listening to music, did you listen to the radio, or eight-track tapes?”

“The radio.”

Job. Done. Like Cary Grant in To Catch a Thief, the cat burglar was in and out undetected. Quentin had discovered






[image: A man in a tuxedo and a woman in a metallic silver dress smile while seated together at an event.]
Quentin Tarantino’s agent, Mike Simpson, with producer Shannon McIntosh.







[image: A photograph of Leonardo DiCaprio as Rick Dalton leaning on the bed of an old pickup truck in a rural, open landscape.]
Rick Dalton (Leonardo DiCaprio) crouches in a flatbed truck while filming as a guest star on an episode of The F.B.I.































[image: Margot Robbie as Sharon Tate wearing oversized sunglasses and a turtleneck stands outdoors with a movie theater marquee in the background.]
Sharon Tate (Margot Robbie) strolls past the Bruin Theater, the real-life cinema in Westwood where she watches her performance in The Wrecking Crew.








[image: Brad Pitt and Leonardo DiCaprio sit at a bar, each holding a drink, with one looking contemplative and the other focused on his beverage.]
Cliff and Rick (Brad Pitt and Leonardo DiCaprio) enjoy drinks at the bar of the Musso & Frank Grill on Hollywood Boulevard.
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