
A Level Film Studies ‘Pulp Fiction’ (1994)  

COMPONENT 2 

Film Movements – Experimental Film 1960-2000  
Written examination: 2.5 hours 

35% of qualification  

 

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of elements of film  

AO2 Apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to:  

analyse and compare films, including through the use of critical approaches  

evaluate the significance of critical approaches  

analyse and evaluate own work in relation to other professionally produced work  

  

CONTEXTS 

Social | Political |Cultural Contexts 

‘Pulp Fiction’ depicts a non-specific almost timeless LA. Indeed, the film's 

rich use of nostalgic music and mise-en-scéne coupled with a highly 

unconventional form of narrative and cinematic realism means the film 

can best be located in a postmodern cultural context. As such the text 

has a rootless quality that does not allow for explicit social, historical and 

cultural analysis. On such a reading, ‘Pulp Fiction’ is one of those cultural 

texts which emerged in the early 1990s that began the trend for ever 

increasingly postmodern play in the media as a whole and culminated 

most recently in the prominence of such concepts of 'post-truth' and its 

implied conflation of such notions as 'fact' and 'fiction’. 

Institutional Contexts 

‘Pulp Fiction’ is arguably one of the first, and certainly one of the highest 

profile films to be categorised as postmodern.  

The film is, in many ways, a straightforward generic homage with a cool 

twist: it’s a crime film without any cops, where the central characters, 

various criminal types clinging to the underbelly of lowlife L.A. are given 

ample screen time and dialogue to establish their characters and 

motivations. There are moments of experimentation, stylistically, but the 

key to this film is largely in its narrative experimentation and perceived 

auteur status. 

Its looped (circular) narrative and atypical representations of both 

antagonists and protagonists makes it quintessential Tarantino, also 

taking into account its now trademark script.  

‘Pulp Fiction’ Tarantino achieved mainstream success. Only ‘Inglorious 

Basterds’ (2009) ‘Django Unchained’ (2012) have grossed more 

worldwide. Indeed, ‘Pulp Fiction’ was the first American independent film 

to earn over $100 million at the US box office. 

It won the Palme d’Or at Cannes and an Oscar for the Best Original 

Screenplay, both in 1994. Even though it was only his second film, his 

cinematic signature (or voice) was strong enough to refer to in the 

marketing.  

Part of the context surrounding this film is the fact that it is Miramax’s first 

fully funded film, their deal with Disney having gone through in 1993. 

Miramax gave the company £1 million for script development, which 

helped Tarantino (and later his cowriter Roger Avery) stay in Amsterdam 

and work on it. Elements of their research are evident in the opening 

dialogue with Vincent and Jules. 

 

  

  

  

  

  

NARRATIVE 

The film deconstructs the notion of narrative arcs and 

indeed the three-act structure as it is contorted and 

misshapen in Tarantino’s hands. However, there is the 

use of chapter headings and onscreen text to guide the 

spectator and certainly the presentation of onscreen 

space with its heightened sense of realism eases the 

viewer through the complexities of time shifts – not 

least the sudden death of Vincent and then his return 

to the diner scene that concludes the film and extends 

the opening sequence. 

Indeed, the heavy use of dialogue enables the 

spectator to align the numerous characters not least 

the hit men Vincent and Jules. And finally the film’s use 

of a looped narrative enables us to perfectly seal off 

the narrative from disruption and play out the ending 

again and again – given that one of the narrative 

devices used in the film is its circularity, then the close 

study of the opening and closing sequences is 

particularly worthwhile.  

The film has disturbed our notion of genre and 

narrative in its off-kilter characterisations and its odd 

circularity. The spectator gets a satisfying denouement 

in that Jules and Vincent leave the scene of a crime in 

possession of the moral high ground. This ending is in 

many ways a conventional resolution of a noir themed 

film: the anti- heroes get the job done and leave 

morally and physically intact. However, the fact that we 

know that Vincent will subsequently die forces the 

spectator to revisit the film and so search for a 

comforting resolution that just isn’t there. overall, its 

narrative playfulness can at best be described as 

episodic and circular and broadly in three acts.  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

PAST EXAM QUESTIONS 
 

Discuss the impact of two key experimental 

features of the narrative in your chosen film 

option. [20] 

Or, 

‘Experimental film is often the result of an auteur 

challenging established conventions with fresh 

ideas.’ With reference to your chosen film option, 

how far do you agree with this statement? ? [20] 



AUTEUR 

Tarantino is one of the 21st century's most recognisable 

auteurs. Unlike a Spielberg film which may need close analysis 

to unearth its auteurist traits, a Tarantino film has a very strong 

signature. He achieves this through a number of devices and 

thematic treatments. On a technical level in terms of mise-en-

scene there is Tarantino's use of vibrant colour, a hyperreal 

approach to set design and a penchant for retro clothing. His 

work lends itself to merchandising precisely because it has a 

cool iconic look and sound. There is also his much-vaunted 

extreme use of violence — both implied and depicted. Films 

such as Kill Bill Vol. 1 and Inglorious Basterds feature extreme 

violence but something that is depicted in a comic book style 

—the death of Hitler, for example, at the end of the latter film. 

Tarantino also favours long takes in scenes, enabling the 

development of unbearable tension and character. His films 

have great action set pieces and tend to feature a love of anti-

heroes. No-one in Pulp fiction is Snow White and even Django 

the abused slave in Django Unchained is a killing machine. He 

tends to score his films with evocative music played at length. 

Tarantino loves genre films, homages old films of the 60s and 

70s, and even casts aging actors as a tribute to the roles they 

played as younger men and women - Pam Grier, the queen of 

70s Blaxploitation films playing Jackie Brown, for example, in 

Tarantino's 1997 homage to that sub-genre. However, the key 

feature of Tarantino, at least for this author, is his postmodern 

treatment of narrative, constantly disrupting the spectator's 

expectations and his ironic tongue-in-cheek approach to 

dialogue and stock characterisation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

LANGUAGE AND MISE EN SCENE 

Sound | Lighting | Editing | 
Cinematography 

Mise-en-scéne 

Aside from the use of a retro-styling in all aspects of hair and clothing, 
the settings are all non-descript and realist - except one: the 
celebrated scene where Vincent and Mia Wallace visit a faux 
restaurant, Jack Rabbit Slims. It is full of movie and music references 
such as the 'Douglas Sirk steak', Marilyn Monroe and Buddy Holly 
waiting staff, and film posters on the wall. The dance scene that follows 
between Vincent and Mia is a homage to the dance scene in Godard's 
movie Band a part (1964), which was also the name of Tarantino's 
production company, A Band Apart (1991—2006). Marilyn Monroe (on 
the right) is paid homage to with her iconic performance from The 
Seven Year Itch (Wilder, 1955).  

Cinematography 

The sequence in the car at the start is largely shot in a deep-focus, 
two-shot, close-up from within a car driven by Jules, emphasising the 
film's realism. As in the diner sequence that preceded this scene, the 
dialogue is rambling and inflected with cultural references. There are 
'the little differences' between Europe and the USA. McDonald's, 
Wendy's and Burger King also get name checked.  

The now classic 'boot/trunk shot' (see right) wasn't invented by 
Tarantino but did popularise the low angle shot and has used it in a 
number of his films. The film has many low-angle shots, although this is 
the most extreme example.  

Sound  

Another defining feature of Tarantino's films is his music, which often 
acts as the germ for his narrative creativity. This is most clearly seen 
from the very first scene in his first film Reservoir Dogs where Tarantino 
himself, as Mr Brown, discusses at length the sexual meaning of 
Madonna's pop song, Like a Virgin. This is an example of 
postmodernism's preference for pop culture referencing. Sometimes 
the music is diegetic, as when we first meet Mia Wallace a song is 
playing diegetically, stopping when she takes the needle off the 
record. Later, after Mia and Vincent return from their night out, Mia 
puts on a tape recording of yet more diegetic music. This use of sound, 
embedding it in the context of the narrative diegetically, adds to the 
film's realism and increases our empathy for the main characters. 

Performance 

Pulp Fiction resurrected the career of 1970s star John Travolta, gave 
cult status to actors such as Harvey Keitel and Samuel L. Jackson, and 
even boosted Bruce Willis' star persona, which was then in descent. 
The film also helped Tarantino forge a relationship with rising star Uma 
Thurman, casting her again in his two Kill Bill films. Tarantino is 
definitely an actor's director, his scripts are dialogue heavy, full of 
subtext and he himself acts. His already noted love of the long take, 
which gives actors the opportunity to invest depth and detail in their 
characterisations, can lead to performances of great intensity 

Editing 

A key feature of Tarantino's work is his use of long takes. These tend to 
have two connotations: intensity and realism. Bruce Willis, playing a 
fading boxer, Butch, and gangland boss, Marsellus Wallace, who is 
telling him to take a dive in a fight meet in a club. Butch barely says a 
word but Tarantino audaciously holds the shot for two minutes before 
cutting to a wider over-the-shoulder shot (see above). Tarantino lets 
the script direct rather than following the conventional mechanics of 
shot/reverse shot. The effect is to create an unsettling intensity and 
builds tension and characterisation. This is certainly an auteurist trait 
seen frequently in his other films. 

 

 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

TERMINOLOGY 

AUDIENCE ALIGNMENT / POSITIONING 

POSTMODERN 

EXPERIMENTAL 

PLAYFULNESS 

INTERTEXTUALITY 

STYLE OVER SUBSTANCE 

SELF REFERENTIAL 

LOOPED / NON LINEAR NARRATIVE 

REPRESENTATION 

FEMME FATALE / FILM NOIR 

 

KEY SCENES 
Honey Bunny and Pumpkin in the diner (x2) 

Jules and Vincent in the car talking about Amsterdam 

The introduction of the MacGuffin at Marv’s apartment 

The overdose sequence 

“THE GOLD WATCH” chapter 

Pawn Shoop 

Mr Wolf 

 
  


