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			Introduction

			Quentin Tarantino is the easiest man to discuss. He’s also the hardest to get to know.

			So many times I started working on this introduction to the book, and always got derailed. At one point, I even had a novel in progress here as a means to convey what it is that Tarantino had brought to popular culture and especially the movies since 1992 when his first movie, Reservoir Dogs, came out. That preface didn’t really work, although it did give me an idea for a novel to write another time. Instead, I decided to approach this a little differently from what you may be used to seeing about books on Tarantino.

			You see, even for those who try to ignore Tarantino and his work, there’s an influence there that cannot be denied. More than one, actually. The movies we see, the heritage of films the mainstream audience knows today, the way action and dialogue occur in major studio films; all of these elements in the moviegoing experience have been affected by what Tarantino nurtured from his own life and explored in his movies.

			Make no mistake, when Reservoir Dogs came out in 1992, it had an impact that few films from a first-time writer and/or director ever do. Of course, Tarantino often got pegged as the new Orson Welles—especially when he only had the one film notched on his belt—but Welles was known for his work elsewhere even before Citizen Kane, and people were interested in seeing what this “wunderkind” had done. That wasn’t the case with Tarantino. Here was this nobody who took the movie world by storm with a film about a bunch of criminals dealing with the aftermath of a botched robbery. That alone wasn’t quite enough, however, as there have certainly been caper movies done in the past, and which Tarantino himself has stated were an influence on him (as a chapter in this book describes). Yet Tarantino not only put together a fine group of actors, but also went with his gut and filmed a movie that didn’t worry about trying to tell the story in a traditional manner. This film instead moved back and forth through time to tell pivotal information when it was needed and not before. In doing so, it fell into an emotional logic that didn’t need to be dictated by making sure people saw the proper sequencing of events. More important, it showed a writer and director who felt strong enough about his work that he didn’t try to excuse the setup of the story. Namely, because he wanted to tell it that way, and figured that the audience would be smart enough to catch up with him as he went along.

			Naturally, some critics figured the movie to be only a one-off success for Tarantino: a man outside of the Hollywood norm who lucked into a movie that clicked with audiences, but who would never be able to follow it up with anything of importance. When True Romance came out in 1993 with a script from Tarantino and didn’t do quite as well (to be fair, it wasn’t marketed as being connected with the Reservoir Dogs director in any way), people wondered what was going to happen to him. Then 1994 saw Pulp Fiction released, and it was a case—to the chagrin of some who had grudges against Tarantino—of someone beating the sophomore slumps predicted of him. Not only that, but he did so by again telling an unconventional story and with actors that many thought were washed up in the business. He held to his convictions and won again.

			Yet, or perhaps because of that, Tarantino was put on trial again by his same critics with his next film, Jackie Brown. An adult thriller that was in many ways more conventional than his previous two, and which actually succeeded at the box office, contrary to popular belief. Then he took time to work on other projects and develop the scripts for the Kill Bill films. Forget that he did some acting during those years, including a Broadway run of the classic play Wait Until Dark and a series of appearances on the hit series Alias amongst other television projects, while also helping produce films and introduce foreign and older films to a new audience; what mattered was that he wasn’t doing anything to prove himself to his critics. Due to this, such people gloated about his absence.

			Then the Kill Bill movies come out to acclaim, and yet, soon enough, the talk goes around that he is still a flash in the pan. After that is Inglourious Basterds, which wins a number of awards, including a Best Supporting Actor Oscar for Christoph Waltz, followed by another round of bashing by the naysayers. Django Unchained appears in 2012, and the whole thing happens again. At times it seems like everyone is playing a game of gotcha instead of simply trying to enjoy the movies he produces. And because he essentially ignores such misplaced energy by those who have some issues about him, it only heats the critics up more.

			No doubt, it sounds like I’m not so much praising Tarantino as defending him, but the purpose of this book isn’t to say everything Quentin Tarantino has done has been perfect. After all, his Wait Until Dark performances were not well received, and some fans criticized Tarantino’s desire to do some acting alongside his films. Death Proof and the concept of the film Grindhouse were considered a fascinating misfire. Tarantino’s Rolling Thunder Pictures distribution company only released a small number of films before disappearing. There have also been issues raised about what Tarantino has created himself or lifted from others and the growing fascination in looking for his influences rather than the stories in his movies, which will be addressed. Even so, nothing has kept Quentin Tarantino down for long, and soon enough—just when some predict (or perhaps hope) that he’ll disappear—he arises once again with another project, like a Dracula who fuels himself on celluloid.

			His movies have also had a heavy influence on filmmaking. Make no mistake, the style, plotting and even the violence of his films are nothing new; the difference is that what was once only found in the confines of foreign and exploitation films he has molded into something that sparked with mainstream audiences. His love for movies of all kinds has been infectious, leading to viewers discovering films, actors and directors that they may not have considered otherwise, and another couple of topics covered in this book.

			That impact affects those who write about him as well. Pick up nearly any book or article about Tarantino and there’s one thing that runs through them—everyone ends up trying to write like him. So many authors with degrees in journalism who would never use a swear word to tell their stories or prop themselves up as part of the tale to be told suddenly go all gonzo when discussing Tarantino, cursing up a storm and injecting their own takes into the work. It’s hard to avoid, and one of the reasons that this introduction went through so many rewrites: those of us who write about Tarantino are as predisposed to try to imitate him as the various writers, directors and producers who have done so over the years (again, discussed further on in this book). As much as his critics attempt to discredit this man who came without the education such “artists” demand in order to be proclaimed as important, they can’t avoid the spell his work has on others.

			A remarkable career has come out of less than a dozen films that stand as Tarantino’s filmography. However, there is so much more to that career, even beyond what has already been mentioned in this preface. This book is a chance to discuss some of the things we as fans or even casual viewers of his films tend to gloss over because we sometimes are too caught up in the hype that surrounds the man and his work. The ongoing love of fake product placement in his films, his passion for sourced music as prime motivators of action in his films, changes between script and screen for each film, all these topics are discussed within these pages, as well as many others.

			Quentin Tarantino is a man who everyone thinks they know and believe they can guess where he’ll turn up next. Yet, like a character out of pulp fiction itself, he remains in some ways a man of mystery who seems to always have a surprise up his sleeve. In the pages ahead, we’ll examine those stories, starting with the one tale that everyone thinks they understand, but really is more what they choose to believe, and that is the history of Quentin Jerome Tarantino himself.

		

	
		
			1
The Path of the Righteous Man

			Ten Essential Moments in Tarantino History

			Hollywood likes stereotypes. Why? Because people like stereotypes. It’s easier to assume certain people from specific walks of life will act a particular way than to get to know them on a more personal level. Hollywood tries to present an image of being pretty liberal about such things, suggesting they go out of the way to portray people of different colors, religions, and orientations as safe and homogenized as possible.

			Except for people of Midwest America. Hillbillies, hilljacks, white trash, rednecks, banjo-playing, slack-jaws, briars. The association is that if you come from anywhere near the Appalachian Mountains (and I mean like within a 1,000-mile radius), you go barefoot in your overalls to the moonshine still while toting your shotgun. It’s a caricature and it doesn’t matter if your hometown was a capital of the state (as Knoxville once was) or that you work for a company that is a leader in technological advances; say you’re from Kentucky and images of Jed Clampett automatically pop into people’s heads. Or rather Jethro. Jed was too smart to be considered a real hillbilly, after all.

			Hence, when people hear Quentin Tarantino was born in Tennessee, there’s this tendency to say, “Oh, so that explains his movies.” It matters little that he only lived there for less than a total of four years of his life and most of that from when he was a newborn to before the age of three. Being born into the area was enough to typecast him as this redneck who likes blowing things up real good and shooting things (and goodness knows if that doesn’t play a bit into the anger some have towards his willingness to use derogatory racial terms or the misperception of how women are represented in his films).

			Then people read that he actually grew up in the Los Angeles area. Ah, there we go! It’s Hollywood, so he grew up in this corrupted culture of those dastardly liberals, and that explains his movies! Everything has to play to the stereotypes one way (hick from the East) or another (wicked bohemian from the West), which is to really misrepresent Quentin Tarantino. One can’t point to his place of birth or where he grew up and settle all the scores that made up his life. There is more to it than that.

			Undoubtedly, Tarantino’s past shaped his career and how he had become the man who has contributed so much to movies in the past two decades. To ignore that past is to ignore what makes him Quentin Tarantino. With that in mind, below are ten major moments in Tarantino’s life before he got his first movie produced, Reservoir Dogs, that influenced him. Thus, while he may not have been born on a mountaintop in Tennessee, all these things led him to become Quentin Tarantino, King of the Wild Frontier.

			Child of Tennessee/Child of California

			Quentin Jerome Tarantino came into the world in Knoxville, Tennessee, on March 27, 1963, although if things had been slightly different, he could have made his first appearance within the vicinity of Hollywood itself.

			His mother, Connie McHugh, was also born in Knoxville and remained there until the age of twelve, when she moved to the Southern California area. An exceptionally bright student, Connie graduated from high school at the age of fifteen and looked to be on her way to a career in medical science when she met Tony Tarantino, a man six years older who was trying to start a career in acting. The two married and moved back to Knoxville, with Connie studying to become a nurse. Three months after getting married, Connie and Tony drifted apart, with Tony moving on to New York to find acting work. It was soon after that Connie found out she was pregnant with Quentin.

			After his birth, the mother and son remained in Knoxville until Quentin was nearly three, whereupon Connie left to find work in the Los Angeles area, leaving her son in the care of her parents. Finding work in the administrative side of the medicine field, Connie met a musician named Curt Zastoupil. Quentin would soon join Connie and Curt out in California, and, after Quentin’s mother married Curt, his name was legally changed to Quentin Zastoupil. Connie’s younger brother, Roger, lived with them for a time as well.

			When Quentin was nine, Connie and Curt split, with Curt moving away to another part of the state. Just as Quentin was seeing his life disrupted by the removal of a father figure came the news that his mother was suspected of having an advanced case of Hodgkin’s disease. Taking the doctors’ word that she only had months to live, she sent Quentin back to South Clinton, Tennessee (considered part of the Knoxville Metropolitan area), where he lived for five months with his grandmother and great-grandmother. Once it was clear that Connie had been misdiagnosed, she brought Quentin back to Southern California, which would and still remains his home from age ten onward. There he would find himself seeing his mother not so much as a mother but as a friend, and with her came other strong women in his life who were her friends, such as Jackie, an African American woman, and Lillian, a Spanish American. As a sidenote, although men would come and go in Quentin’s young life from that point on—such as boyfriends to the women he knew—it was these independent women that he established his long-term relationships with while growing up. With his early life experience being guided by such strong, independent women, it can be seen why he can so easily establish strong female characters in his films.

			Thus, while his heritage may have been Tennessee-born, his growing years came about in California, with only a brief return to the place of his birth, albeit remembered fondly by Tarantino in one particular way, as the next topic in this chapter points out.

			Movies as an Education

			When Grindhouse was released in 2007, Quentin Tarantino was interviewed by Betsy Pickle for the Knoxville News Sentinel and talked about the few months he lived in the area back in 1973. Only a kid at the time, one of his fondest memories of the period discussed (“The Exploitation Files,” April 6, 2007) was that of the movies that played in the area. Feeling stuck in South Clinton, where he had only the local drive-in to see movies, he was mesmerized by the ads in the newspaper for the exploitation films that were playing in theaters in the greater Knoxville area. Horror, kung fu, blaxploitation films were the norm, and often second-billed with the big Hollywood studio pictures at the drive-ins and some theaters throughout most of the mid-west in the 1970s.
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					Deliverance (1972)—one of the first movies Quentin Tarantino remembers seeing in the theaters as a child.

				

			

			“They played all these Kung Fu movies [like] The Master of the Flying Guillotine, The Chinese Professional, Deep Thrust,” Tarantino remembered in the interview. “They were always playing at the Tennessee [an indoor theater in Knoxville]. I don’t know if there was actually a grindhouse in Knoxville, but they were playing a lot of the grindhouse movies in all the big theaters in Knoxville at that time.”

			However, this wasn’t the start of his experience with movies. Wesley Clarkson’s book Quentin Tarantino: The Man, the Myth and His Movies, featuring interview material from Tarantino’s mother, states that Quentin’s mother took him to movies before the age of six. More specifically, movies that were considered by many as too adult for children, such as Carnal Knowledge, The Wild Bunch, and Deliverance. To have her tell it, and from all evidence, seeing such films did nothing to hurt the child, while at the same time it developed his love of going to the theater and seeing movies. Any movie.

			And any movie was possible at the time. One thing that people tend to forget is that Quentin came of age during the 1970s, when there were still many theaters that played double features or even three or more movies for the cost of one ticket (this was especially true of the drive-ins). There was also the (now nearly extinct) notion of being able to stay in a theater to watch movies for a second or third time instead of being forced out to free up a seat for the next showing. Best of all, in a period where studios and theater chains seem to have lost sight of what general audiences wanted, many offbeat films played in theaters in hopes of finding anything that people would want to pay to see. Thus, it was not unusual to go to an indoor theater in a nice part of town and see an exploitation movie about a motorcycle gang on the same bill with a horror film, or even sometimes a children’s film with something geared more for adults. Obscure foreign films made for kids and redubbed into English from Italy, Mexico, and Japan would pop up as a means for parents to drop their kids off for a half-day at a theater. Meanwhile, foreign art films were picking up the pace and turning up in theaters as well. Plus, theaters were expanding to become “twin cinemas,” with single-screen theaters being turned into two—sometimes even more—screens and thus leading to multiple types of films being shown in the same building. With a little bit of work, a kid could wander for hours between a Disney film like Follow Me, Boys! with Fred MacMurray over here, then Ron Howard in the exploitation car-crash movie Eat My Dust over there, and finish off with a quick look at Brian De Palma’s Carrie in a third theater—all without leaving the building. It was a cornucopia of themes and styles in movies at the time and all for the price of a buck or two.
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					An actual triple feature of “grindhouse” movies that played at drive-ins in 1978. It was ads like this that Quentin Tarantino would have seen often in the local paper as a kid, driving his passion for such films.

				

			

			Such interest in foreign and exploitation films would service Tarantino in later years when he would attempt to hire certain actors for his films who were not always from the current A-list of celebrities. Instead, he would go for actors he remembered seeing growing up, believing them to be as capable—if not more sometimes—of pulling off tremendous work in his films as any of the actors commonly considered for major releases. It is this fearlessness, which paid off well in his films, that has allowed him to hire actors for roles atypical for them: such as making Robert Forster, who was playing mostly villains in low-budget movies, the heroic second lead in Jackie Brown, giving old-timer Lawrence Tierney a last crack at being a gangster as the ringleader Joe in Reservoir Dogs, and showcasing Asian/exploitation stars like Sonny Chiba and Gordon Liu in the Kill Bill films.

			By the time Quentin was in his teens, he would be sneaking off to movies on his own, looking old enough to not get carded by ticket-takers at theaters (who usually didn’t care anyway) to see R-rated films at nearby theaters like the Carson Twin or the Del Amo Mall Theatre (a mall used in Jackie Brown and featuring one character walking out of one of the theaters much like Tarantino probably did as a teenager). Movies were a big part of his life at the time, although Tarantino would forewarn interviewers and others that it was not as obsessive or bizarre as some would paint it. As he told Charlie Rose in 1994, “Even in elementary school, there’s always kids that have a natural inclination towards something. Some kids, it’s sports, some kids it’s studies, some kids it’s cars, some kids it’s drawing . . . with me it was movies.”

			While educational efforts fell by the wayside, Quentin looked to his future as being directly involved with movies in some manner. He even began to study film criticism, reading books on the topic and going so far as to proclaim Pauline Kael as his “professor in the film school of my own making” (“Interview at Cannes,” Positif, September 1992). For a long time, that meant a focus on becoming an actor, even when others thought he would end up becoming a director or even a writer. No matter what the results would be, Tarantino knew where he was going—he only needed to find out how to get there.

			Besides, there were other elements in the air of the 1970s that were part of Tarantino’s development as a teenager, mostly a sense of freedom in society, with the best of the past being remembered and a wide-open future in front of us. It was a time where watching television would allow kids to still see the uncensored black-and-white cartoons and two-reelers of an earlier age before concerns about stereotypes got in the way, while the emergence of cable and video players allowed kids to see many films and shows that were not part of the norm of most Americans before then. There were even instances of national television allowing profanity, nudity, and experimental specials, which would not have set well in the decade before or since. Where people were more frank and open to discuss topics that were considered taboo in person and in print. A time when everything seemed possible and with still a sense of innocence that evaporated in the 1980s and thereafter.

			All of these elements of what was available there are on display in every one of Tarantino’s movies. They are a result of his hobby as a kid and into adulthood, which was a world of television and movie entertainment. He loved comic books, GI Joe, kung fu movies, and drive-in fare, like many of us raised in the 1970s did. Thus, those who try to typecast Tarantino as a child of Tennessee or California, or as a child raised on violent exploitation movies, are missing the point—Quentin Tarantino was one of us. A child of the 1970s, and proudly so.

			Quitting High School

			Tarantino’s schooling was as traditional as it could be for a kid who was bouncing around various places in California and even a stint in Knoxville. All the same, as stated in the previous entry, his grades were not the best, and his discipline in learning beyond a few subjects was almost nonexistent. Tarantino admitted to Charlie Rose in 1994 that his fascination with movies did distract him from his schooling, unless his studies related to his moviegoing experience in some way, such as knowing about the Russian Tsar Nicholas II because he had seen the biographical drama Nicholas and Alexandra. However, he would go on to say that he felt his disinterest in school was due to something within his personality. “I’ve had something that stopped me in school where it’s like, anything I’m not interested in, I can’t even feign interest. I can’t just do this little bit to get by. I loved history because to me, history was like watching a movie . . . I was like getting A’s in history and reading, and failing miserably in other things.”

			Going into the ninth grade, Quentin began playing truant, and with it came the resolution that he would rather not have to go back at all. As he built up more time away from school, he naturally began to also fear that he was falling so far behind that it would be very difficult to go back. For these reasons, he would argue about school with his mother to the point where he threatened to quit. He would later admit to Terry Gross (Fresh Air, August 27, 2009) that he said so knowing that his mother would never agree to it. Then, a couple of days later, when his mother—in a bit of reverse-psychology—told him he could quit, Quentin was surprised. Not so surprised that he didn’t jump right into leaving school, which was actually the opposite of what his mother expected. As he told Gross in her interview, it was a decision he somewhat regretted. “I wasn’t aware enough at the time to know that the junior high I was suffering through would be school at its worst. Little did I know that if I stayed in school, I would’ve really liked college.” Still, he was determined to stay out of school now that he could.

			The Porn Theater

			Told by his mother he had to find work now that he was out of school, Quentin’s dream job was being an usher at a movie theater, as it meant he could watch movies all day and be paid for it. However, his first job was delivering papers, although not in the way that people commonly think for a young man of sixteen. Instead it was “working for this guy who had a bunch of those newspaper racks with all the sex rags in them,” as he told Charlie Rose in 1994. “He would drive around all night long in his van, and we would collect the quarters and put in new papers.” Looking older than his years, he lied about his age to get that job and the next, which he would commonly refer to as his first official job, as an usher at The Pussycat movie theater in Torrance, California.

			There was a period back in the 1970s when theaters playing X-rated fare were thriving, thanks to the crossover success of such films as Deep Throat and Behind the Green Door. With that came the assumption by some in the industry that perhaps they could make movies that went beyond naked people having sex. The films could actually be a bit artistic; have something to say about life; perhaps even have this thing called a plot. Sure, the writing was terrible, the acting even worse, but in a very odd way, it was opening up a whole new world to those involved in the culture.

			But by 1979, when Tarantino got hired on at such a theater, the genre was rapidly going south (and not in the manner you’re probably thinking of just now). Videocassette players were still relatively rare, but those that had them were buying them as a means to watch X-rated films from the previous few years in the privacy of their own homes. This led to many of the theaters showing such films having trouble filling seats (yes, I know, every sentence here is going to sound like I’m making puns, but you get the idea). Why risk public scrutiny as a couple or a single person going to a theater when you could discreetly purchase pornography through mail-order clubs or video stores? Many of the theaters were beginning to turn into quasi-video stores as well, sectioning off areas of the theater for “private video booths” and selling videos in the lobby. Meanwhile, the standards of the movies were no longer attempting to at least be bad exploitation films with a lot of sex. Now it was simply what they were always ultimately about anyway—a lot of sex; plots unnecessary. To a kid who was raised to find the best in even the worst of films, Tarantino had little patience for what amounted to twenty-foot-tall anatomy lessons several days a week. He wanted stories, even bad ones, and that wasn’t happening any longer in the genre.

			“To me, the greatest job a person could ever have was being an usher at a movie theater,” Tarantino told Charlie Rose, when discussing the job. “All right, well, irony of ironies, I end up getting a job at a movie theater that I could care less about the movies and was totally bored by them.” Still, he stuck with the job for a time in order to prove to his mother that he could find work after quitting school. Of course, he only mentioned that he was a movie theater usher, not the type of theater it was. Once she found out, she was less than happy, but was convinced by Quentin to let him play it out the way he saw best.

			Eventually he would move on to other jobs, yet the usher job seemingly impacted Tarantino’s point of view in his films when it came to sex scenes. While most action-oriented filmmakers feel nearly an obligation to have steamy sex scenes in their films, romance rarely blossoms in Tarantino films, and typically only on a traditional level of first-date infatuation rather than anything more explicit. Only in True Romance are there signs of a standard movie “sexy” bedroom scene, and not only was that in a film directed by someone other than Tarantino, but the scene was not even written by Tarantino (his script insinuates that the couple have sex at some point, but doesn’t feel the need to show it to the audience).

			Instead, if physical contact appears at all in his films, it tends to be of a violent nature, usually in the form of rape or borderline unpleasantness: Louis and Melanie mindlessly going at it at the kitchen sink in Jackie Brown, Kiddo being raped while in a coma in Kill Bill, Volume 1, and Goebbels having rough sex with his mistress in Inglourious Basterds. Tarantino has recommended movies featuring graphic sex scenes (such as the blaxploitation-roughie Hot Summer in the City), and paid tribute to them (the look of the eye-patched character Daryl Hannah plays in the Kill Bill films is somewhat patterned after the main character in the movie Thriller/They Call Her One-Eye), yet his motivation for such has to do with elements of plotting and/or acting that he admires in such films and not the pornographic element itself. While Tarantino has suggested in the past that he would consider doing a more sexually explicit movie at some point in his career, it appears this was simply another in one of his off-the-cuff remarks when questioned as to future projects and not one that he has seriously considered. From the looks of his work, it is clear he would much rather get on with the plot instead of turning on the steam. 

			Studied Under a Star from Dukes of Hazzard

			As a youngster Quentin did the typical thing that any kid does who is interested in movies: he got a movie camera and filmed himself with friends playing out roles. However, even though his family and friends thought he would end up behind the camera as an adult, Quentin was determined to prove how good he could be in front of it. He wanted to act, and with high school a fading memory, he was determined to use that freedom to jump into acting school.

			This was not simply a pipe dream. Quentin had already established himself as being able to get work acting in front of an audience. At the age of fifteen he got permission from his mother to attend the Torrance Community Theatre Workshop, where he got the lead role in a play called Two and Two Makes Sex (the workshop didn’t realize Tarantino was so young, as he was out of school and looked mature enough to be college-age). It was at the workshop that he decided to change his name from Quentin Zastoupil to the last name of his paternal father, Tarantino, as it sounded better to him if it was going to be on a marquee someday (not to mention remembering the ribbing he would get at school for having a name that sounded like “disaster pill”).

			In 1981, Quentin heard about an acting school being run by actor James Best in nearby Toluca Lake (“Next to the Honey Baked Ham,” as Tarantino remembered to Terry Gross). For someone who had become an encyclopedia on movies, the name meant more to him than merely that of the actor playing Sheriff Rosco P. Coltrane on Dukes of Hazzard. Best had been a very active performer in a variety of films over the years and had played the lead in films like Sam Fuller’s Verboten! and Shock Corridor. He also appeared in Rolling Thunder (1977) as one of the villains, a movie that Tarantino would come back to later in his career. With classes being affordable, Quentin felt it was worth the thirty-mile drive from home three times a week and signed up. Tarantino’s class was taught by Jack Lucarelli, an actor who at the time was doing small parts on network television and who eventually turn up in Django Unchained over thirty years later in a small role (as one of the riflemen at Big Daddy’s plantation).

			Tarantino enjoyed the class, as the focus was not on simply learning to emote on stage, but also on how to get work in the movie and television industry, especially the type of bit parts that were offered in network television for up-and-coming actors. Even better, some of the other students were people already working in the industry, so the focus was on learning camera terms and technical jargon. The schooling was perfect for Tarantino, a self-starter who was anxious to get cracking at acting with the available tools, instead of getting stuck in philosophical studies about the structure of acting. It got to the point where he was spending so much time at the school that he stopped showing up at his now-despised job at the porno theater; quite happily getting fired in the process. Instead, he would sometimes sleep over at the school in order to save money on gas, finding the school his second home in a sense.

			Eventually, he would leave the school, realizing that the other students were focusing their energies on famous actors, while his obsession was directors and writers. For a time, Tarantino continued his studies with actor Allen Garfield, who appeared in such films as Brian De Palma’s Get to Know Your Rabbit (1972) and Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversation (1974) and ran a theatrical group out in Beverly Hills. Tarantino would later state that Garfield saw his interest in directing and would sometimes call on Quentin to direct scenes in order to train him. Although most biographies about Tarantino concentrate solely on his time with Best’s school, Tarantino would tell Michel Ciment and Hubert Niogret in 1992 that Garfield was his mentor and his true introduction to studying on a level of being at a film school.

			In hindsight, the classes did help Tarantino to become a better actor, but more importantly, they helped develop his understanding of directing others and writing. Furthermore, he began to see that the craft of storytelling was more compelling than only being allowed to convey the words of others—he could be the creator of the words instead. As such, things were starting to gel in his head over where his career was heading.

			But beyond all that, there was the issue of being able to eat, and finding a job to replace the one from the Pussycat Theatre was pressing on him.

			Video Archives

			One of the more celebrated stories of Tarantino’s pre-success career is also one that he was getting annoyed at discussing to some degree even by the time of Pulp Fiction’s release in 1994. Not so much that he had a job as a video store clerk, but because reporters too often used the job in order to typecast him as a geek who had only succeeded due to his time spent watching videos at the store. Usually in a positive light, but it has also certainly been the major fuel in critical articles and books about Tarantino—that of him being nothing more than a video store geek who “got lucky.”

			Tarantino had left the world of being a porno theater usher long behind by the time he began popping up at the little video store in Manhattan Beach. In fact, before being hired at the store, some would say he was actually doing pretty well for himself considering he had dropped out of school in the ninth grade, although he had to gradually build upon his knowledge. Working in the field of phone solicitation (no, not that type of solicitation associated with porn, but rather trying to sell various products), Tarantino had gotten himself to a position where he was making over a thousand dollars a month working the phones for a company that dealt with the aerospace industry. Thus he was in a financial position where he could spread his wings a bit and—more importantly due to his thirst for movies—get a videocassette player and start watching movies he had always heard about.

			As mentioned earlier, porn really kicked in the fad for videocassette recorders in the late 1970s and early 1980s. By 1982—when the future was looking bright for Quentin—stores that sold the players had also started renting videos of popular mainstream movies (and rentals, considering most sold for $60–$100 and blanks cost anywhere from $20 to $40 for two hours of recording time, made sense for most consumers). You’d pop in to see a selection of maybe 80–100 titles on shelves around the store and usually fork over $5 a night to watch VHS and Beta tapes of certain classic movies, cartoons, and oddball episodes of television series.

			When he first got a videocassette player in 1982, Quentin went to a store called Video Outtakes, where he became friends with a clerk there named Scott McGill. McGill was trying to become a filmmaker himself, and the two clicked. The store, however, soon folded and McGill moved on to the store that would become a focus of Tarantino’s for the next few years, and a fabled movie paradise to so many of his fans since.
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					Lance Lawson, owner of the video store Tarantino worked at in the 1980s, Video Archives; shown here introducing Quentin to fans at a Reservoir Dogs party held at the store in 1992.

                    Photo courtesy of Todd Mecklem

				

			

			Contrary to the myth built up about the place, Video Archives was no VHS Valhalla, but rather like most in other cities around the country, a hole-in-the-wall video store in a strip mall, with little room for people to get through the aisles and with video boxes in various states of abuse on the shelves. Yet the store was slowly building a reputation; for even with its small size, it was becoming known as a place that carried more obscure films and specials than other “mom and pop” stores around it. Better yet, the people working there knew the videos on the shelves and could direct people to movies that would interest them instead of merely being clerks that did nothing more than work the cash register. Over time, people would come in to talk about movies with the employees as often as rent a film.

			It was in this environment that Tarantino began frequenting the store. As is wont to happen in such circumstances, those working behind the counter got to know Quentin as well, and when a position opened up for a clerk in the store, Quentin was offered the job.

			Which was a bit of a dilemma. After all, Tarantino was making good money, and his mother was thrilled he was working for a company that had some prestige to it. Yet, now there was a chance to get a job working in an environment that was closer to what he wanted to do for the rest of his life anyway—what he dreamed of doing since he was a kid. Okay, sure, it wasn’t working in a studio somewhere and cranking out scripts or acting in a television series, but it was still a place that made him feel welcomed and—even better—knowledgeable about something that, anywhere else, would have just been blown off as geekish, incoherent rambling.

			Of course, the biggest concern was the drop in salary. At best, the video store would be able to get him maybe a third of what he was making at his other job. Still, with a stretch of the dollars, he thought he could do it. In 1985, he began working at Video Archives and helping customers find videos to rent, while several of his and the other clerks’ favorites films would play on the big-screen television in the store.

			It was at Video Archives that Tarantino became friends with another clerk there named Roger Avary (Wesley Clarkson’s Quentin Tarantino: The Man, The Myths and His Movies goes so far as to suggest it was Avary who suggested hiring Tarantino for the position). The two were big movie enthusiasts, always trying to top each other in movie trivia, for which Avary sometimes would have to concede to Tarantino. Their collaborations on store displays and such would soon spread to the two working on scripts and movie projects with others at the store. It was with this enthusiasm that Quentin would begin work on film projects, such as Lovebirds in Bondage and My Best Friend’s Birthday (both covered in more detail in Chapter 2).

			Obviously, the Video Archives job was one where he found fellow travelers, people around his age that talked his language. However, in the years since, a mythology was created that the job made the man, and that he won his success of the back of his fellow employees and friends of the time, instead of through his own talents. When it reached a point where he was hearing about people trying to get hired at the store in hopes of the “luck” he had “just from being there”—there were even reports of people who had made movies trying to apply for jobs there as a means to get their films seen—he began distancing himself from that part of his past. He even joked a bit at the beginning of the Full Tilt Boogie documentary (for From Dusk Till Dawn) about people quitting school in order to try to emulate him. It was taking a fun little job and turning it into something much more than what it was. A fun one; a good one; one that helped steer his life’s path, but not one that someone could simply base his whole life story around.

			Besides, he knew there was no way that Video Archives was going to be his career. As the 1990s were rapidly approaching, he realized that he was in his mid-twenties and still working a job that someone in high school could get. It was time to move on; time to get involved in actually making movies instead of talking about them. Quentin would still sometimes visit the store, and after Reservoir Dogs came out, he bombarded the place with promotional items and even did a signing at the store with Tim Roth and Chris Penn, but eventually, as with any business, a “golden period” has to end sometime. Even with the interest by customers drawn to it through Tarantino’s success, the store would eventually move three miles away in order to save on rent. While the costs were lower, there was little parking, and the built-in customer base that had made it famous shifted their alliance to other places rather than seek out the new store. By 1994, as with many other homespun video stores that had done well in the 1980s but faced the onslaught of places like Blockbuster and Hollywood Video, Video Archives closed its doors for good, leaving Tarantino’s stint as its lasting memory.

			That’s getting ahead of ourselves, however. Going back to 1986, Quentin Tarantino was still determined to make something of himself in his first defining career goal—becoming an actor.

			Lying on His CV

			You’re an actor. You think you’ve got the chops. The problem is that you don’t have the backlog of jobs to show that you can do the work needed. Yes, there’s the community theater work you did when you were fifteen, and you have training, but it seems unlikely that a casting agent is going to ask, “Did he train with James Best? Oooh, he was in Community Theater ten years ago? Sign him up as the co-star for this sitcom!”

			So you do what pretty much everyone else does in the industry. You lie. It’s okay; in fact, it’s nearly essential, as the casting agent is so used to seeing actors do it that they expect to discount a certain number of the “crème de la crème” jobs listed on the CV (curriculum vitae, or in other words, the actor’s resume). So when Tarantino did the same on his CV, it was not as if he was the first to ever do so, although his reach for jobs that he “had” was certainly ambitious. Two films known to appear in his CV that he admitted did not feature him were:

			•	King Lear (1987) by Jean-Luc Godard. Starring Peter Sellars (no, not Sellers, Sellars), Burgess Meredith, Molly Ringwald, and Woody Allen in a cameo. Due to the cast, the film became well known enough to warrant coverage in the newspapers and magazines at the time, but not popular enough for many to have seen it when it played in theaters. Tarantino put it on his CV under the assumption that no one would bother to verify his appearance in it. It must have worked to some extent; after all, Leonard Maltin would erroneously list Tarantino in the cast for one of his Movies on TV guides.

			•	Dawn of the Dead (1978) by George Romero. Starring David Emge, Ken Foree, Scott Reiniger, and Gaylen Ross. A pinnacle movie in the history of zombie films and gore special effects, the movie is a cult classic and gained enough attention in Hollywood for the money it made to be remembered, but not one that squeamish casting directors would see. And, if they did, one of the motorcycle riders looked enough like Tarantino that he thought he could pass it off as being him . . . even if that meant that he would have been fourteen at the time and somehow had found himself in Pennsylvania where the movie was filmed. (Well, who was going to bother looking that up, anyway?) It should be noted, however, that some bios about Tarantino state the Romero film in his CV was not Dawn of the Dead but rather Romero’s follow-up film, Knightriders (1981), starring Ed Harris and Tom Savini. This film deals with a group of motorcyclists who perform medieval-style stunts for crowds, and thus would have readily had a “motorcyclist who looks like Quentin Tarantino” in it, as
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