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Introduction

Locating Mr. Tarantino or, who’s afraid of metacinema?

“We’re not interested in photographing the reality. We’re interested in photographing the photograph of the reality,” was Stanley Kubrick’s definition of his essential POV.1 This formula is certainly also recognizable in the cinema of Quentin Tarantino, and even if the methods of Kubrick and Tarantino may diverge to the point of extreme opposites (Kubrick being more interested in content and its ambiguity rather than style or meta-commentary) the philosophy of distancing relates them. Both construct a cinema with the “aesthetics of contingency.”2 Kubrick’s postmodern fissures in late high modernism demonstrate a “conditional rather than a dialectical” worldview.3 But something else haunts his oeuvre as well, the idea that our contemporary Western civilization has not truly developed as it might have from the promises of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment: a Louis XVI-style bedroom as sum cosmic total; Nabokov’s nymphet as bullet-ridden Romantic court portrait; M.A.D. rationalism as blueprint for our acceptance of the apocalypse and how to love it; Beethoven with snake. Suggesting René Magritte’s 1929 painting on perception and reality, The Treachery of Images (“Ceci n’est pas une pipe”), Kubrick’s clocks do not hint at time, they are merely mechanisms without utility, purposeless machines. Base human desires and needs short-circuit the prowess above the neck. The existentialist choice exists until it too soon collides with those of others just around the corner; just as hubris breaks out. And the fear of being discovered a failure, a fraud, or an outsider begins to blossom.

Tarantino, so nourished by the exploitations of the art, offers what might be understood as Dadaist reflection of the pessimistic irony that pervades Kubrick’s elegant symbolist murals. While Tarantino’s filmmaking at this stage is not intentionally meant as counter-Kubrick, or counter-cinema in the sense of his idol Jean-Luc Godard’s complete rupture of dominant film, it is a counter to the aesthetic materialism of cinematic snobbery that surrounds most of his models and even to the specific intentions of exploitation. Kubrick’s characters are knowingly or unknowingly enacting the Jungian “duality of man” while Tarantino is the fantasist doubling as Greek chorus. Embracing the extremes of human deed and emotion, and distressing such visions further by distancing it as nightmarish fun house, Tarantino is in this respect, truly an artistic grandson of his beloved French New Wavers, who always paid tribute to Hollywood as they cooked its concepts.

What returns Tarantino’s metafilmic mash-ups to the Kubrickian is the instinctive comprehension of the failure of the grand narrative as Jean-François Lyotard would call it. Both look to the mirage of the “real,” the minor and major catastrophes it would lead to, and go from there. It is the irrational belief in the ideal of rational thought that provides the faulty security of Kubrick’s characters, while their actual chaos is always expected by Tarantino’s. There is no need for organic beauty or terror; the borrowed is already pre-tested and will do just fine for Tarantino. His talky set pieces are chained together into station-dramas resembling a medieval religious pageant or Brechtian play. He offers re-produced (re-directed?) baroque visual pleasure vacillating between destabilized tributes to classic cinema (in the way Warhol’s sloppy color transfer comments on the fake perfection of Marilyn Monroe as icon) and Grand Guignol mated with underground cinema’s obliteration of the values of mass bourgeois culture. Tarantino’s admiration for Godard has thus a very specific influence in Inglourious Basterds. Like his hero’s demolition of linear narrative along with the reputations of both the establishment and the counter-culture in a melodrama/musical/horror/romance/crime-film/soft-core porn/western/apocalyptic assemblage in Week-end (1967), Tarantino certainly gives spectators quotations of the traditional cinematic elements they have come to expect and desire, and sutures them in such a way that they cheat the uncritical audience–screen relationship. But unlike Godard, Tarantino does not need to so observably deconstruct to make the revolutionary point. Instead he reconstructs, overcodes, and subverts signifiers to shock and create the illusion of melodrama.

Tarantino’s particular rage, which is the platform for all his films, may not be unique but it is extraordinarily focused and engaging. It is not the broody anger at the manipulation of the masses which Kubrick combats with his characters’ painful, transforming awakenings, nor is it like the pessimism of Polanski the Holocaust survivor, who finds a pinhole of hope incongruously puncturing a smothered landscape. It is not Michael Haneke’s nagging moral and ethical irritations embedded in the faux entertainment films that confront the audience with their “Stockholm syndrome” of accepting uncritical cinematic norms.4 Haneke might even be seen as the direct opposite of Tarantino, attacking the desire for the hyper-violence of slasher films, horror-porn and apocalyptic epics. Yet Tarantino’s commonality with them is extraordinary female sympathy. Kubrick’s films are scantly populated by women, but all his narratives are propelled by the search for the objectified “Woman.” Polanski mourns his mother and his wife, and finds the feminine outside of caustic male-dominated social structures to be an ambiguous corrective. Haneke sees the woman as the automatic victim of “rape culture” in fascistic control structures and exploitive globalization. Tarantino, however, does not simply underscore a masculinity that lynches the female, he experiences it. His films are couched in powerful impulses of empathy and revenge that may well be influenced by such second-wave feminist exploitation films as I Spit on Your Grave a.k.a. The Day of the Woman (1978) and Ms. 45 (1981) watched long ago in a video store, but Antigone and a handful of female rebels and martyrs imagined by other gender/role-conscious men are here as well: Aeschylus’ Clytemnestra, Shakespeare’s Desdemona and Ophelia, Goethe’s Iphigenia, Ibsen’s Nora, Klimt’s Judith, Puccini’s Tosca, Sargent’s Madame X, Hugo’s Fantine, Kleist’s Marquise of O, Schnitzler’s Fräulein Else, Dreyer’s Joan of Arc, Cain’s Mildred Pierce, Sembène’s Black Girl. Beyond the visual bloodletting, Tarantino’s responses to female abuse have such intuitive power in that they are not quasi-feminist gestures, but a clear identification of the director with the pathos of the victim, and with the victim herself.

The cryptic-heroic female and female despair appear in most of his films, and his father figures and children enforce this. In Pulp Fiction, the boy who loses himself in television is given an artifact of a mythic non-father, and comes to echo his mother’s emotional destitution. It leads him into a hopeless life of defining himself as a commodity through male violence. There is the sexually abusive monster-father, a brutal grotesque of all sitcom dads, whose attentions on his daughter has made her one of the Natural Born Killers; and the bride of the Kill Bill saga, whose unborn child is killed by its father when she is assaulted and left to die. Reductive to the point of abstraction, female fury pitted against the murderous intentions of the male auto-maniac in Death Proof functions like an étude for the grander works. The Tarantinian theme of female maltreatment and resulting male consequences returns as the shadow plot in the wargrounded/Holocaust-shadowed Inglourious Basterds. Shosanna finds her power to avenge the obliteration she suffers at the hand of Nazism. As an outsider to both the male-dominated and racist culture, she partners with a man who can certainly empathize, an Afro-Frenchman. One might consider that the entire disaster of Operation Kino is linked to Bridget von Hammersmark’s relationship with the new father in the La Louisiane pub. His drunken approaches result in her autograph for his infant son that ultimately seals her fate. But her original celebration of his fatherhood takes on a dire note when she tells him not to fire at the Basterds for the sake of living for his new son. Yet she is the one who icily kills him—not in response to his nationalist anger regarding her treason, but to his invective against her as woman. Von Hammersmark acts out Tarantino’s bête noir: better Max grows up without a father than with this paragon of self-indulgent abusiveness.

The women in Inglourious Basterds are annihilated by and for their connection with male authority. Colonel Landa, the man who calls all other men “Hermann,” an indication of his alpha-male superiority and their interchangeable accessibility, uncovers the misogynistic side of fairy tales, in particular the Cinderella myth, as the Nazi prince links shoe to woman and strangles her to death for daring to be his equal. Goebbels’ translator/mistress Francesca Mondino, already appearing half-devoured by the tiger head she is wearing as a hat, is contextualized by Shosanna, whose “pop-out” extranarrative is of Goebbels mounting her like the beast couture she wears. His fate will also be hers. There is the innocent French pub girl at La Louisiane caught in the crossfire along with the muscular young woman who originally vows to protect her from the men, but has already victimized herself as a member of the Nazi Bund Deutscher Mädel (female version of the Hitler Youth). Even Shosanna, who certainly comprehends the propaganda power of cinema, is ultimately killed by a man she regrets shooting because she is momentarily manipulated by his portrayal on the screen.

Inglourious Basterds offers Tarantino’s most trenchant portrayals of the female struggle for agency because it is allohistorically grounded in a battle of male superiority and touches on the symbolism of national father figures (Hitler, Churchill), male bonding, homosocial behavior and thuggery (the Basterds; Landa), male superiority-as-racist ideology (the Nazis), and images of a father’s failed dominance (LaPadite) and the daughter’s (Shosanna) re-vision of gender role domination. Problematic male role playing and the specter of fatherhood haunt the film: “What about his [Tarantino’s] father?” asks Benjamin Secher who produced a telling interview with the director in 2010:


“Now he’s an actor only because he has my last name. But he was never part of my life. I didn’t know him. I’ve never met him.” Once more he laughs that humorless laugh … “I’ve been alone most of my life, I was an only child, raised by a single mother, so I am very comfortable with my own company.” And most revealingly Tarantino admits: “All my movies are achingly personal,” he insists. “People who really know me can see that in my work. In a film, I may be talking about a bomb in a theatre, but that’s not what I’m really talking about.” As he says this he laughs an evasive, slightly goading laugh. So, what is he really talking about? “Well, it’s not my job to tell you,” he says. “My job is to hide it.”5



Even more than Polanski, rather than show the betrayed boy, Tarantino focuses on the female figure as the bearer of truth in his films.

It ultimately became more important for Joseph Goebbels to win the war cinematically with his 1944 Agfacolor Prussia-beats-Napoleon war epic, Kolberg (he would have detested the black-and-white mock-Soviet/Italian neorealism of the so-called imitation Nazi film, Stolz der Nation), than to actually understand why Hitler had lost it. Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds uses this particular obsession to present an allohistorical fantasy that is structured by the wry reduction of history-as-visual coding. Leni Riefenstahl, who stars in The White Hell of Pitz Palu (among other mountain films), directed Triumph of the Will, which may not have started Nazism, but certainly became a font of its iconic self-imagery. She thus symbolically shaped Nazism with a film, and for Tarantino, the regime could therefore be ended with one as well. The old money imperialists—the British—are represented by Churchill brooding at a piano in an empty ballroom. The frame hides everything other than the feet of mythic monarchs in large paintings hanging in the blacked-out space and a small antique globe (why would it be either large or new for the sons of the British Empire?) which reveals a handy liquor service. The nouveau-riche warlord Hitler attempts to insert himself significantly into history with a giant painting of a romantically caped likeness, and sits in front of a monumental map of a Europe labeled in gold German script. This recycled Hollywood kitsch fantasy (it seems to be a copy of one used in the 1962 B-Movie Hitler) comments on the performance qualities of Nazism. While Tarantino’s many references to actor George Sanders as the sole model for the British characterizations in his films may indeed have had some influence on them, these statements are perhaps intentionally misleading.6 The elegant, knowledgeable, slightly foppish Lt. Hicox so resembles a young Sean Connery here, that the mention of the OSS and Churchill’s role in “Operation Kino” provides an embryonic suggestion of James Bond and M. At the same time, it feeds off Mike Myers’ attempts to be the Peter Sellers of the 1990s (and doesn’t quite suppress his Austin Powers “Dr. Evil” body language in his role as General Ed Fenech). It is also a prismatic parody of Dr. Strangelove and the many other military cabals in Kubrick where plans of serious men go astray. The focus on eating and drinking in Inglourious Basterds also recalls Kubrick, but Tarantino makes a point of how and what his characters consume, particularly those that chew with their mouths open or speak when they eat. Based on Landa’s questionable table manners, the odd turns of history have greatly helped his social standing.

It is the Nazi collaboration of two countries that actually represents Tarantino’s war: France (occupied Paris, mention of Vichy, French film, Shosanna and Marcel) and the shadow of an annexed Austria (Landa, the exile “Basterd” Wicki, and Hitler). Both nations have approached their involvement as “victims” of the Third Reich in very different ways. While France has managed to allow the myth of its victory alongside the Allies to displace its Occupation and Vichy period, Austria’s post-war attempt to step out of history failed and it has, since the late 1980s, come to face its unique role as both victim and perpetrator. The Austrian Hans Landa changes loyalties and self-definitions with a swiftness that defies credibility. Is this a reflection of the identity tribulations that have beset Austria since the collapse of the Danube Monarchy in 1918 and its reinvention as a nation in 1945? Von Hammersmark’s belief that the Basterds’ infiltration of the film premiere as Italian filmmakers will likely succeed because “Germans have a bad ear for Italian,” is yet another miscommunication of identity and purpose: her logic does not apply to Landa, the polyglot Austrian hidden by his deep German Reich cover which he then easily abandons for future American identity. The German characters in the film, however, seem as vaguely sketched as the British. Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS and Gestapo is missing from this collection of Hitler’s “Inner Circle.” Given his direct representation of the Holocaust, perhaps he was best left outside parody and therefore does not exist in this allohistorical universe. The Italians only appear in reference or absurd characterizations by the Basterds (which recall the Marx Brothers or even the Three Stooges); the Soviets, whose massive war dead and genocidal leader would surely crack the smooth contours of Tarantino’s tightly focused fantasy, are not even mentioned. Despite its daring reinventions, Tarantino’s film articulates its limits by its omissions.

By now it is certainly a relatively undisputed fact that Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds is not about a specific war but about the making of the war film and its discourse in society and history:


Tarantino’s script takes up the challenge of an explanation and as he veers into scatology, he gives the finger to the false norm of noble death in all such war clichés. But Tarantino is interested less in making an anti-war gesture than in doing a send-up of a movie cliché. Similarly, this is not an anti-violence film. It is a send up of movie violence.7



His is not the only brazen attempt to skewer cinema’s reception of history in American film. John Schlesinger’s underappreciated 1975 treatment of Nathanael West’s vitriolic novel The Day of the Locust is useful in attempting to locate Tarantino’s metafilmic antecedents. Presenting the forgotten bit-players of Golden Age Hollywood and their dreams of stardom turned bitter, Schlesinger’s abuse-or-die social-Darwinism is a statement on the impossible promises of cinema, even for those who know it is an illusion. Famed screenwriter Ben Hecht once commented that movies “have slipped into the American mind more misinformation in one evening than the Dark Ages could muster in a decade” and Locust is relentless in showing the banal (re-)inventions that pass for historical fact, experience or wisdom. Schlesinger’s late-1930s Hollywood becomes a dark fun-house mirror of European fascism, which recreates history to serve the purpose of creating a dependency of the masses. It fosters elitism that encourages emulation, demands devotion and suggests progress, but never truly gives of itself. Schlesinger’s painstakingly detailed recreation of a star-studded premiere at Hollywood’s Chinese Theater is as factually wrong as the “historical” films being made in Locust’s narrative. The catastrophic riot it sparks is one of fury at the illusion. Movie stars and studio heads are attacked, the mob tramples spectators to death, and the city is looted, smashed, immolated. The fire appears to burn the projected film and screen the audience is watching.

Tarantino makes no reference to Schlesinger’s The Day of the Locust, but its influence, even unconsciously, is evident. The film was a flop at the box office and critics (in a Hollywood that could still remember the era) were uncomfortable, even angry at the destruction of the Hollywood mythos. Time and cinema have moved on and Tarantino’s desire to skewer the WWII film genre (in Locust the creation of the fictional historical epic “Waterloo” attacks an irresponsible Hollywood approach) still provides a reductive play between good and evil that Schlesinger’s late-depression allegory rejected.8 Tarantino is no less critical of the process of making film, but far more so in the crucial manipulations that frame spectatorship. Schlesinger’s film attempts to exist in both the “real” and the cinematically created world, with an allohistorical falseness that is seemingly unimportant to the central drama until the finale. Tarantino’s film instead vacillates wildly between its fine historical detailing and its intentionally flawed, even laughably wrong information. German character names like Fredrick and Bridget are so unlikely that the German-speaking actors have difficulty pronouncing them. Tarantino’s Hitler offers a very convincing vocal impersonation, but has intentionally striking brown eyes instead of blue. Accurate uniforms have inaccurate decorations and while there is a fine knowledge of German cinema and beautifully imitative UFA film posters, we watch an impossibly wrong “Nazi” film. The repeatedly mentioned origin of the Austrian Jewish member of the Basterds as “Munich” (which certainly Landa would know is in Germany even after the Anschluss of Austria) is as calculated as the traces of recutting which play with continuity. This is particularly evident in the scenes where Shosanna entertains the Nazi brass and checks on the film projector at the premiere of “Stolz der Nation” (“Nation’s Pride” or “Pride of the Nation” which would more likely have been “Pride of the Reich” given the expansionist/racist ideology). Tarantino’s film is about language accuracy, but it is the high level of authentic (mis-)communication that covers these factual errors as if to say we never really watch a film closely enough, we are not critical enough, we desire to look at what we want but do not see.

Beyond the almost endless international film homage games one can play with the pastiche that is Inglourious Basterds, the work is most strongly linked to the Spaghetti Western, the Italian giallo film, Hollywood war action films and B-movies. Generalities aside, there is an anarchic nihilism that is clearly informed by a few specific narratives. In addition to the obvious use of the cinema theater immolation scene from Gremlins (1984), there are fascinating correspondences with two WWII war films that have been generally been neglected by film criticism. The first is a near surrealist approach to the Hollywood battle picture with a counter-culture sensibility that has Vietnam appearing at its edges. Set during the Battle of the Bulge, Castle Keep (1969) is based on the novel by William Eastlake, directed by Sydney Pollack and stars Burt Lancaster as a cynical eye-patch wearing major leading his own troop of “Basterds.” Ultimately they destroy the symbolic culture of Old Europe (a castle filled with art and literary treasures belonging to the Count of Maldorais and his beautiful young wife) in attempting to “save” it from the Nazis. They succeed in rescuing only an American future: one G.I. considers the money to be made by exporting an abandoned Volkswagen floating in the castle moat; another finds hope in replacing culture and the destruction of war with evangelism; still another occupies the bakery and the baker’s wife when the baker fails to return from the war. The only “Europeans” that survive in the town are the inhabitants of the bordello.

The other possible model is the semi-dramatic (often unevenly self-parodic) all-star war/adventure film Escape to Athena directed by George Pan Cosmatos in 1979. The film is set on a Greek island turned Nazi POW camp in 1944, where a far less complex and non-lethal version of Colonel Landa, a Major Hecht (also said to be an Austrian—a crooked pre-war Viennese antiques dealer rather than a “Jew Hunter”) has put his charges to work excavating Greek antiquities. He ultimately switches sides to save himself and the art he has pilfered. A sadistic Nazi occupation commandant imprisons the townspeople while a resistance group utilizes the opportunity of a show by two captured USO artists to assault the Germans. One of these performers is Charlie, played by Elliott Gould, revisiting the anti-war wisecracker he perfected in M.A.S.H. a decade earlier, this time in a self-spoofing Jewish characterization. It gives his incarceration by the Nazis an unstable, even menacing quality in this metafilmic narrative (among other scattered references and anachronisms, William Holden appears in cameo in his character from Billy Wilder’s Stalag 17). Charlie’s bloody spree gunning down Nazi occupation soldiers as he careens through the maze of a Greek town on a motorcycle and later
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