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KILL BILL VOLS 1 AND 2 (Quentin Tarantino, 2003 / 4) 

 

Vol. 1 

 

“Yes,” I conceded again, as I munched my way through my Marks and Spencer “California” 

sushi, and stared devoutly at Uma Thurman on the DVD of Vol. 1, staring devoutly at the 

array of samurai swords displayed in the attic of the Okinawa tea-house, “Yes, Japan’s is a 

wonderfully exportable culture.” 

 

 
 

 Tarantino’s fourth film is an advance on his third, which was let down by serious 

miscasting in its central role, in turn a consequence of Tarantino’s addiction to sub-genres and 

cult stars of yesteryear; but I’m starting to fear that he’ll never recapture his first fine careless 

rapture. Probably he doesn’t want to – and it would be hard to work again in the idiom of 

Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction without becoming predictable. A great artist has to move on. 

Still, it’s true (what many forget) that John Travolta was himself a cult star of yesteryear 

when Pulp Fiction came out; and it’s also true that neither he nor Bruce Willis have ever been 

as good again as they were in that movie. But the wonderful shock to the system that 

Reservoir Dogs gave will, I think, never come again. Kill Bill Vol. 1 is a live-action cartoon, 

which you could never say about Reservoir Dogs. One sequence in it really is a cartoon. 

Cartoons are for kids. For a real idea, as opposed to a cartoon idea, of the evil of the Yakuza, 

you’ve go to go to Ridley Scott’s Black Rain. Watch the bit in that movie where the gangster 

cuts his own finger off. It’s less sensational but more convincing than anything in Kill Bill – a 

point with which I don’t expect Tarantino would disagree. 

 You kind-of sympathise with the almost-murdered bride (or is she?) gunned down at the 

altar along with the groom, the preacher, and even “the old coloured guy who plays the 

organ” (he turns out to be Samuel L. Jackson). But when, for example, she sits in the back 

seat of the car willing her entropied big toe to move, you don’t empathise with her the way 

you do with the cop whose ear’s been cut off, in the director’s first masterpiece. You’re not 

there suffering with her (as I suspect the director wants you to be). And that’s not just because 

John Wayne was in the same predicament vis-à-vis his big toe in Wings of Eagles (a film 

which Tarantino is bound to have either in his capacious video collection, or in his total-recall 

head). Wayne, it’s true, had Ward Bond to help him will the big toe back into life over a 

period of months, and Thurman’s alone on that back seat with her big toe for just fourteen 

hours – the title tells us she is. But you don’t believe in the toe with quite the fervour with 

which you believe in the bullet in Tim Roth’s stomach in R.D.: it’s a cartoon big toe. You 

believe in the pool of blood Tim Roth lies in on that slope in the garage; no-one could believe 

in any of the blood in Kill Bill. It comes out of severed limbs and trunks in one huge, non-stop 
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aerosol spray, as though it’s a steam-valve exploding, not a heart pumping. Blood doesn’t do 

that (except from the guy’s chest in the one-stroke sword fight at the end of Sanjuro). 

 I don’t know whether Tarantino goes to girls’ wrestling matches; but it’s clear that he’s 

turned on like hell when beautiful women get violent (he’ll call it “post-feminism”). Domestic 

surroundings – public surroundings – large spaces – confined spaces – in the kitchen – in the 

restaurant – girl-on-girl – girl-on-fella – girl-versus-a-score-of fellas: but never two fellas 

having it out, like in the John Wayne days. 

 

 
 

 When women draw their swords in Kill Bill, they mean death; when Bill draws his sword, 

in one of the few shots Vol. 1 allows us of any part of his body, he replaces it at once – inches 

it out – shoves it back – so that you soon wonder if he’ll ever draw it, or whether he’ll keep 

toying with it, as a kind of substitute jerking-off. Bill misses the point of having a samurai 

sword; he needs to be taught a lesson by Uma Thurman. 

 Most women of my acquaintance would object at being portrayed as more endowed 

phallically than men. Perhaps Vol. 2 will redress the imbalance. 
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Vol. 2 

 

 
 

Now Vol. 2 is quite different. No animé sequences – no mass slaughter – no fake oriental 

locations for the main action, only for flashbacks, where you can kind of handle them if you 

interpret them as Freudian nightmares: Learning From Daddy With A View To Killing Him 

With His Own Weapons. The guru’s eyebrows, and his way of throwing his wispy white 

beard over his shoulder as though it were Oliver Hardy’s tie, give the game away – this 

character isn’t real. And when it emerges that Daryl Hannah really did kill him, Thurman’s 

reaction convinces you that, like the King of Denmark killing Old Hamlet, the bad girl was 

carrying out the good girl’s subconscious wish. As for severed eyeballs trodden underfoot 

into the carpet, its Freudian significance needs no explicating – these dolls are really guys. 

Guys who can have children by their own fathers. 

 

 
 

 Instead of a fantasy Japan, we have a dusty, boring, and thus convincing El Paso. Instead 

of slender, decapitating, fantasy Lucy Liu at a board meeting, we have overweight Michael 

Madsen in a trailer, and two very fine Evil Character Players (fine, and to me, unknown, 

which always helps) as Madsen’s boss and as the Octogenarian Mexican Brothel-keeper. 
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 Plus a cult star of yesteryear – David 

Carradine from Kung Fu – son of the gambler 

who’s about to shoot the pregnant woman in 

Stagecoach, just before the cavalry charge 

sounds! This is Tarantino using showbiz 

tradition creatively. Carradine has all the 

inscrutability he used to have in the T.V. 

series, plus a new grinning gravitas that 

comes with age and experience. I didn’t 

know he could be so human.  
 

 
 

 The little girl is brilliant. You never saw better acting from a four-year-old than you do 

from Perla Haley-Jardine. Tarantino shows unexpected directorial qualities here (though 

Carradine directs her in one shot, and they kept it in). 

 Tarantino’s eye and ear for comic-sinister details are as good here as ever: listen to the 

way Hannah’s teeth crunch on the ice just as Madsen is about to open the case with the 

money in it. Relish the triumph when she discovers the impossibility of unsheathing a samurai 

sword in a confined space. And although I hope he advises folk not to Try At Home the idea 

of being buried alive and then fighting your way out of the coffin and through all six feet of 

earth to the surface with kung-fu punches, you believe Thurman might do it. Has there ever 

been such a long scene with literally nothing visible on screen, as there is here when the 
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coffin lid is nailed down? Not even when the tunnel fell in on Charles Bronson in The Great 

Escape, I’ll bet. Whatever the world record, I was with her in the coffin, as I wasn’t when in 

Vol. 1 she tried to make her atrophied big toe wiggle. 

     Quentin is an aficionado of pop wisdom. I don’t know what the cartoon series is that the 

little girl is watching, telling us that Magpies are the Farmer’s Friend; nor have I ever 

possessed a video of Shogun Assassin; so I don’t know whether or not either is suitable for 

four-year-olds. But Quentin must have selected them with care. I have faith in Quentin again 

now I’ve seen Vol. 2. 

 

 
 

 


