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Abstract: In this paper I present an overview of the 
authorial theory as it was articulated by Peter Wollen 
and Andrew Sarris, followed by an analysis of Quentin 
Tarantino's feature films, in relation to the concept of 
auteur. The purpose of this paper is to see to what extent 
is Quentin Tarantino an auteur.
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Since the beginning of cinema, like in 
any other art, there have been many kinds 
of filmmakers. Some have created movies 
in order to gain fame and money, aware 
that they may be very good specialists or 
craftsmen, but they lack value, talent and 
vision to impose the uniqueness or origi-
nality, while others have had these cha-
racteristics and distinguished themselves 
from the rest. The latter are called authors1 

and are part of a “club” which is less nu-
merous and “tasted” by a little percentage 
of the audience. In cinema, the first who 
brought the concept of auteur into ques-
tion were the French from Cahier du cine-
ma, one of the oldest and most valuable 
film publication. André Bazin can be cal-
led the father of this theory, although 
he rapidly let his younger fellow theo-
rists to expand it and bring it to the stage 
that it is today. François Truffaut inven-
ted the phrase “policy of authors” , which 
referred to the common aesthetic of 
worshiping the film directors, and even 
though he and his colleagues didn”t hold 
in regard the American filmmakers, they 
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had favorable opinions about the likes of 
Howard Hanks, Alfred Hitchcock and 
John Ford, which proves their objecti-
vity and that they were able to recogni-
ze and appreciate the true value of a fo-
reign director. French critics were aware 
that in the U.S. there was a code2 which 
limited the possibilities of filmmaking; 
assurances were taken that all neither of 
the directors could deviate very much 
from the pattern imposed and accepted 
by the majority of the country’s society. 
However, theorists of the “Hexagon” felt 
that directors like Hitchcock or Ford had 
the value and the ability to obtain a perso-
nal style (in a technical sense and in sense 
of ideas and themes), and that Hollywood 
filmmakers were included in the autho-
rial theory probably led to its assimila-
tion by American critics, such as Andrew 
Sarris.3 In 1962, he wrote a paper called 
Notes on the auteur theory, which spread 
their own perspective about the author, 
in terms of what did the term mean and 
how a director could reach that rank. 
Furthermore, in his vision, a list of di-
rectors across the world met the requi-
rements of being an author, among them 
Chaplin, Dreyer, Rosselini, Murnau, von 
Stroheim, Bunuel and Bresson.

Sarris proposed three premises for an 
author to be labeled as such, and they 
were: the technical competence (the subject, 
the script, the acting, the color, the pho-
tography, the editing, the music, the cos-
tumes, and so forth), the distinguishable 
personality (the way a film looks) and the 
interior meaning (Sarris talks about this 
third category as an élan of the soul). The 

American theorist went further ahead 
and put these three criteria in a circle: the 
first criteria (technical) outside the circle, 
the second (personal style) in the middle, 
and the third (interior meaning) in the 
center.4

Another theoretician who spoke about 
the concept of auteur is Peter Wollen. In 
1969, he wrote the following:

”What the auteur theory demons-
trates is that the director is not simp-
ly in command of a performance of a 
pre-existing text; he is not or need not 
be, only a metteur en scène. Don Siegel 
was recently asked on television what 
he took from Hemingway’s short sto-
ry for his film, The Killers; Siegel replied 
that «the only thing taken from it was 
the catalyst that a man has been killed 
by somebody and he did not try to run 
away». The word Siegel chose – “ca-
talyst” – could not be better. Incidents 
and episodes in the original screenplay 
or novel can act as catalysts; they are the 
agents which are introduced into the 
mind (conscious or unconscious) of the 
auteur and react there with motifs and 
themes characteristic of his work. The 
director does not subordinate himself 
to another author; his source is only a 
pretext, which provides catalysts, scenes 
which fuse with his own preoccupations 
to produce a radically new work. Thus 
the manifest process of performance, 
the treatment of a subject, conceals the 
latent production of a quite new text, 
the production of the director as an au-
teur”5.
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It can be seen that Peter Wollen”s 
idea about auter was that the director 
wasn’t subordinated to anyone, so he 
was his own superior, the only one who 
envisioned a certain film. Furthermore, 
he speaks about a John Ford world6, in 
which he points out pairs of opposites, 
such as ”garden versus foreground, 
plough-share versus sabre, settler versus 
nomad, European versus Indian, civilized 
versus savage, book versus gun, married 
versus unmarried, East versus West”7. 
Wollen takes examples from Ford”s 
films and analyses them: ”The East, 
for instance, can be defined either as 
Boston or Washington and, in The Last 
Hurrah, Boston itself is broken down into 
antipodes of Irish immigrants versus 
Plymouth Club, themselves bundles of 
such differential elements as Celtic versus 
Anglo-Saxon, poor versus rich, Catholic 
versus Protestant, Democrat versus 
Republican, and so on.8

After this introductory part, I pro-
pose an analysis of Quentin Tarantino’s 
first feature, starting from information gi-
ven in an interview to Lisa Nesselson9 af-
ter his success with Reservoir Dogs (1992) 
– which brought him several awards 
and nominations at festivals such as 
Sundance, Toronto, Chicago, Avignon 
and Stockholm. Tarantino spoke about 
his youth, when he worked at a video 
rental store; at the date of his employ-
ment, he had a rich cinematographic 
culture which he broadened even more 
during the time he spent there. Moreover, 
the director said that film is his only to-
pic of interest and that it represented the 

only constant in his life since he was only 
three years old. We are dealing, therefore, 
with a person who valued cinema from 
an early age and dedicated his work to 
other films, too, by adding references to 
movies he saw in his childhood in every 
one of his own works. His favorite films 
are mainly the ones made in burlesque 
style, some of the “French New Wave”, 
kung fu films from the 70’s and spaghetti 
westerns. We shall see a certain tenden-
cy – sometimes criticized for being too 
strident –to make references to the mo-
vies that Tarantino has seen in childhood 
and marked his future career. We will 
see that Reservoir Dogs (1992), Pulp Fiction 
(1994), Jackie Brown (1997), Kill Bill (2003, 
2004), Death Proof (2007) and Inglourious 
Basterds (2009) have certain common ele-
ments10. At the same time, we will be able 
to see that Tarantino’s work can be as-
sessed after Sarris’ three rules, meaning 
that we will assume from the start that 
the American director is an auteur.

First, if we start from the notion of au-
teur, we should not ignore that Tarantino 
wrote all the screenplays in the above list, 
which he directed in a different manner 
from the Hollywood model, and to the 
European, too, both visually and narra-
tive. Tarantino has many trademarks in 
his creations and uses them almost eve-
ry time – which led to much criticism, be-
cause he risks to become too commercial 
and redundant, even if at first he was ori-
ginal. He’s known for his collaboration 
with almost the same actors – therefore, 
we can say he has a number of “fetish ac-
tors”; that he uses extreme violence; that 
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all his movies stars with a scene instead of 
the classic generic; that his endings are in-
tense; that he uses non-linear narratives. 
These are some of the elements that confer 
him specificity. In all his movies, there is 
at least one scene filmed from the trunk, 
except Inglourious Basterds, where there is 
a scene filmed from close to the ground, 
so it’s relatively the same technique. 
Through this technique, he creates a situa-
tion of superiority of the character filmed 
in low angle shot, and a good example is 
the one from the end of the first part of 
Kill Bill; the Bride (Uma Thurman) tor-
tures Sophie Fatale (Julie Dreyfus ) to ob-
tain information about Bill and his crew. 
There is a similar scene in Jackie Brown, 
where Robbie Ordell (Samuel L. Jackson) 
convinces Beaumont (Chris Tucker) to 

get into the trunk to hide from the alle-
ged drug dealers, and so it makes it easy 
for Robbie to shoot him. In Reservoir Dogs, 
Mr. Blonde (Michael Madsen) carries a 
cop in his trunk, which then he will tor-
ture; in Pulp Fiction, Vega (John Travolta) 
and Winnfield (Samuel L. Jackson) open 
the trunk only to get their guns, so they 
aren’t in a superior position, because 
there’s no one in the trunk, but the shoo-
ting technique remains11. The reason for 
which Tarantino uses this kind of scene 
can be read in several keys, namely as a 
reference to the films of Jean-Luc Godard 
or Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas (which is 
a punctual interpretation), or maybe just 
because it looks great on screen. Below you 
can see a frame from Reservoir Dogs.12

Non-linearity is another trademark of 
Tarantino and even if it is a common ele-
ment in today’s cinema – because more 
and more movies start with the end of 
the story or contain flashbacks or flash-
forwards – the American director dis-
tinguishes himself in this chapter, too. 
The way he arranges the moments of the 
narration makes his movies more diffi-
cult to be understand at first glance. Kill 

BillVol1, for example, begins with the 
murder of those present at the wedding 
of Beatrix Kiddo/The Bride/Black Mamba 
(played by Uma Thurman)13, succeeded 
by a flash-forward which takes us four 
years after this incident; the scene is fol-
lowed by the one with the assassination 
of Vernita Green, after which we find 
out that O-Ren Ishii was already killed 
by Kiddo. A flashback occurs, with the 
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life story of O-Ren14, after which the duel 
between the two women occurs. We can 
observe these frequent transitions from 
one time to another, which make the film 
very entertaining and equally difficult to 
follow and gives timelessness because the 
present time is not necessarily set, being 
interpretable. Similarly, Pulp Fiction and 
Reservoir Dogs are among the non-linear 
films directed by Tarantino.

Because we mentioned that Tarantino 
has fetish actors we should talk about 
another fetish of the American director: 
the female foot, an element which he in-
troduces in almost of all of his films. 
Reservoir Dogs is a half of an exception; 

there is a scene with one of the male cha-
racters, which takes a knife of his boot, so 
there isn’t a feminine foot, but a mascu-
line one.15 In Pulp Fiction, Uma Thurman 
(Mia Wallace) dances barefoot on the song 
You Never Can Tell by Chuck Berry; in Kill 
Bill, the same Uma Thurman (the Bride) 
learns again to move her toes after a long 
paralysis; in Death Proof, Stuntman Mike 
(Kurt Russell) licksAbernathy”s (Rosario 
Dawson) fingers; inInglouriousBasterds, 
Col. Hans Landa (Christoph Waltz) fits 
a shoe in Bridget von Hammersmark”s 
(Diane Kruger) foot.16 Below you see a 
frame from Pulp Fiction.

The next piece in Tarantino’s puzzle 
is the music, which occurs in the violent 
sequences. In fact, the music and the vio-
lence have a reciprocal relationship in 
the director’s work. Music is always po-
sitive and cheerful, in contrast to the ac-
tions shown on the screen, a combination 
of two elements that makes the brutality 
to be perceived easier by the public. For 
example, in Reservoir Dogs Mr. Blonde 
tortures a cop, while in the background 
it can be heard on the radio, Stuck In The 

Middle With You by Stealers Wheel17, a 
deeply relaxing song which makes the 
spectator to get easier over the brutality 
seen on the screen. In Kill Bill, the scene in 
which the Bride kills every member of the 
Crazy 88 (event during which we see a 
lot of mutilations) is accompanied by the 
song Nobody But Me by The Human Beinz, 
also very relaxing. Another example is in 
Pulp Fiction (Comanche by The Revels), of 
which a frame can be seen below:
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As mentioned above, Tarantino has 
a number of fetish actors, with whom 
he worked at least twice in his career; 
the “performer” is Samuel L. Jackson, 
which appeared in four of the six movies

brought into discussion (these are 
Pulp Fiction, Jackie Brown, Kill Bill and 
Inglourious Basterds). Below you can see 
the actors Tarantino preferred working 
with:18
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As part of the mise en scène, in five of 
the six films (except Death Proof), at least 
one of the characters has black suit and 
white shirt: in Reservoir Dogs, all five pro-
tagonists; in Pulp Fiction, Vincent Vega, 
Jules Winnfield and Mia Wallace, the lat-
ter being directly connected to Jackie, 
from Jackie Brown, both wearing the 

same type of suit (reference to his own 
work, which is another characteristic of 
Tarantino’s); in Kill Bill, Bud and those in 
the Crazy 88; and in Inglourious Basterds, 
Donny Donowitz and Omar Ulmer. 
Below you can see a frame from Pulp 
Fiction:

One last component, but not least – 
because there are many other distinc-
tive marks in Tarantino’s films – is that 
his films have a very strong, often unu-
sual, finale. For example, in Inglourious 
Basterds, the director changes histo-
ry. Hitler and all the Nazi leaders are 
killed in an attack at the cinema, histori-
cal fact which didn’t exist. We can make a 
connection to Ben Horne, David Lynch”s 
character from Twin Peaks. He gets crazy 
and redoes, with some figurine soldiers 
in his office, the War of Secession, but 
in his imagined version the Southwins. 
The last sequence of Ingourious Basterds 
takes place in a forest, where Lieutenant 
Aldo Raine (Brad Pitt) makes a swastika 
with a knife on Hans Landa’ sforehead, a 
Nazi Colonel who was promised to be ab-

solved of any blame if he chose to work 
for the US. Raine, very nationalistic by 
nature, but also seeking for revenge, en-
sures that Landawill remain all his life 
with shame of serving Hitler. The fact 
that many Nazi officers involved in mons-
trous crimes in the Second World War 
changed sides and joined the Americans 
– to be forgiven by the Allies – is a real 
phenomenon. Another reference can be 
madeto Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove 
or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love 
the Bomb (1964), in which one of the main 
characters is a former member of the SS, 
which remained with some tics such as 
raising his right hand in front, which is 
the Nazi salute. Another strong finale is 
the one from Kill Bill, when Beatrix Kiddo 
kills Bill, even though they declare love 
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to each other; even more intense is the 
way she does it: using the Five Fat Finger 
Exploding Heart Technique, known only 
by her in the whole world, after her mas-
ter had been assassinated.

It is obvious that Tarantino has main-
tained his style, themes and way of crea-
ting a story throughout of his career, 
which places him in theory as an author. 
According to the concept of Sarris, the 
American director meets the first two re-
quirements relating to technical compe-
tence and personality, and can be stated 
that he’s comes closer to the third crite-
rion, namely the interior meaning, even if 
his works often seem superficial, based 
too much on the visual part and inter-
pretable only at a basic level. All his films 
contain and transmit about the same 
ideas, even if he created such different 
stories regarding the types of events and 
the types of characters, but the problem 
is that his ideas are not as profound as 
Godard’s or Visconti’s, maybe because 
of the superficial present times or the 
fact that he lives in an economic-based 
American society, which can terribly af-

fect a filmmaker’s originality and sensi-
bility. It is possible that Tarantino has not 
yet reached a full cinematographic ma-
turity and it is likely that his works will 
obtain, in time, a greater interior signifi-
cance, so it is correct, for now, to be consi-
dered an auteur in the making. His next 
films will fully legitimize him or, conver-
sely, will drop him to the status of a film-
maker and nothing more. If we were to 
consider the criteria of Peter Wollen, the 
American director is already closer by 
now to the concept of auteur. He is in 
command of every aspect of his films and 
doesn’t subordinate his ideas to any other 
author, as Wollen wrote about Don Siegel 
and John Ford. The difference between 
Wollen’s theory and Sarris” theory is 
that the first didn’t necessarily speak 
about the interior meaning of a direc-
tor’s film in terms of having to be an élan 
of the soul, so something very deep, like 
Sarris thought. This means that according 
to which theory we adopt, Tarantino, like 
any other director in his position, can be 
regarded or not as an auteur.

Endnotes
1. Term originated from the French auteur.
2. To protect themselves from the pressure 

and from the various committees, the Ame-
rican film industry created a kind of guild, 
called MPPD-Motion Picture Producers and 
Distributors of America (1922), the head of it 
being Will Hays. He established a list of Dont’s 
and Be Carefuls (1927), which included 11 ban-
ned topics and 25 which required attention 
about how to be included in movies. The 11 
forbidden things related to things like religion 
profanity, nudity, drugs, prostitution,relation 

between different races. Information taken 
from: Stephen Prince, Classical Film Violence: 
Designing and Regulating Brutality in Hollywood 
Cinema, 1930-1968, p.20.

3. Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies: The Key 
Concepts, Routledge; third edition, pp. 31-34, 
digital format.

4. Gerald Mast – Marshall Cohen – Leo Brau-
dy, Film Theory and Criticism (New York, Ox-
ford University Press, 1992), pp. 586-587.

5. John Caughie, Theories of Authorship: A Rea-
der, New York, Routledge, 2001, pp. 144-145.
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6. Id.p. 139.
7. Id. p. 139.
8. Id. p. 140.
9. http://www.parisvoice.com/-archives-97-

86/377-interview-quentin-tarantino
10. At the date this paper was written, Djan-

go Unchainedwasn’t released in theaters.
11. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_

whQnqwEYk, collage with all the scenes of 
this type.

12. All photos, except one, are taken from 
http://wiki.tarantino.info. 

13. At the beginning we only know her 
nickname and we find her three names 
throughout the film.

14. The story is presented through an anime 
which reminds of the Asian cinema that Ta-
rantino appreciates very much.

15. This is because the film contains almost 
only male characters.

16. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cfn
VbYKKQ_Y, collage with Tarantino’s fetish.

17. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ei
U2pKQ683s, here is the sequence in discus-
sion.

18. Information taken from http://en.wikipe
dia.org/wiki/Quentin_tarantino, accesed on 
11th January 2013.
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