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PULP FICTION

POSTMODERNISM

Considered the epitome of postmodernist cinema, 
Pulp Fiction combines many of the movement’s 
characteristics:

• style over substance
• homage
• irony
• intertextuality
• self-reference
• playful narratives (non-linearity)
• cultural recycling (Tarantino famously said: ‘I steal 

everything from every single film ever made.’).

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

Pulp Fiction was the first film fully funded by Harvey 
Weinstein’s Miramax. It won the Palme d’Or in Cannes 
in 1994 and revived the careers of fading stars John 
Travolta and Bruce Willis. 

FILM FORM

Cinematography: popularised the boot/trunk shot, 
situating the spectator into the film text.

Mise-en-scène: use of retro/vintage style for costume 
and hair, as well as the famous 50’s diner setting, Jack 
Rabbit Slims.

Editing: use of long takes for intensity and realism.

Sound: constant use of diegetic incidental music.

Performance: an actor’s director, despite the formalist 
nature of the aesthetic approach. Multi-layered 
characters and intense performances – some realist, 
some stylised.

REPRESENTATIONS

Ethnicity: controversy over the use of a 
racial slur. Spike Lee in particular found it 
exploitative. Other critics praised Tarantino 
for being inclusive and casting actors from 
various ethnicities in prominent roles.

Gender: the narrative is mostly male led, 
with the exception of Mia Wallace; she 
is not overtly sexualised and is in charge 
of her own destiny (heroin overdose 
excluded).

AESTHETICS

The look and feel of Pulp Fiction is reflective of its title; 
the film can be described as having a ‘pulp aesthetic’. 
It is retro, kitsch and postmodern. A clear homage to 
the lurid crime novels the film is named after, it is mass 
produced, cheaply made and all low-brow. 

NARRATIVE

As any postmodernist film text, Pulp Fiction plays 
with narrative conventions while still keeping the plot 
accessible. Tarantino uses:

• non-linearity (the film starts near the end and is 
non-chronological) with chapter headings and 
superimposed text to guide spectators

• long, witty dialogue scenes that align spectators 
with characters by humanising them

• circularity – the final scene takes us back to the 
opening and gives Vincent’s character a ‘happy 
ending’, even though we all know he dies.

“The whole idea of Pulp Fiction was the idea I was going 
to do three crime stories like you’ve seen a zillion times 
before, but I was just going to take them in different 
ways. Let real life intrude on genre.” – Tarantino, 
2012.

AUTEUR

Tarantino is an easily recognisable auteur who uses 
a number of recurring themes and techniques in his 
films. These include:

• retro costume and set design 
• a vibrant colour palette and long takes
• evocative music played at length
• lovable antiheroes
• graphic violence often combined with humour
• homage to various genres
• clever dialogue full of pop culture references. 
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