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“Funny lookin’” is how the girl at the bar 
in the Coen Brothers’ classic FARGO describes 
the character played by Steve Buscemi. I know it 
is something of a cliché to instantly mention the 
oddness of Steve’s appearance and frankly it’s 
annoying that it is ever an issue. Going through 
the internet when searching for any fan sites on 
the actor, I was bombarded with comments on his 
strange features. Admittedly, Buscemi does not 
have a conventionally “handsome” movie star 
face, but then again Steve Buscemi is not a movie 
star. In truth he is one of America’s greatest living 
movie actors, brilliant in any role he takes and a 

frequent scene stealer, no matter who he is sharing 
a scene with. Part of this of course is that unique 
face of his and those precise and infectious 
movements. He is one of those guys who hovers 
around in movies, often in tiny roles. But he has 
slowly and subtly become one of the most 
fascinating people in movies today. 

 From time to time, I really get into a 
certain actor. As a teenager it was De Niro. Later 
it was Malcolm McDowell. For the past month or 
so I simply cannot stop watching Steve Buscemi 
movies. It’s odd that he seems incapable of being 
bad in a movie, when even the greatest actors like 
De Niro have given poor performances at least 
once. While a lot of people know Buscemi 
primarily for RESERVOIR DOGS, his small roles 
in Adam Sandler movies and his recent cartoon 
voice appearances (THE SIMPSONS, G FORCE, 
MONSTERS INC), more people should seek out 
his starring roles and his brilliant directorial 
efforts. Here is a guide to his career…. 

One of Steve’s earliest movies is 
PARTING GLANCES (1986); this minor cult 
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classic follows a gay couple in New York as one 
is leaving for a month to Africa. While it was and 
is rare for a film to deal with homosexual life, 
Parting Glances does so in the most ordinary yet 
not patronising fashion, to the point that the gay 
theme ceases to be an issue early on in the film. 
Buscemi plays a brave part as Nick, a young man 
dealing with AIDS. The sad part of this is that Bill 
Sherwood, the film’s director, died of AIDS in 
1990, this being his only film. Buscemi was also 
in NEW YORK STORIES (1989), a three part 
drama based in New York, with each segment 
tackled by a different director. Part 1, Life 
Lessons is a dark and compelling tale directed by 
Martin Scorsese (2 and 3 are by Woody Allen and 

Francis ford Coppola) and it follows Nick Nolte 
as an artist dealing with the fact his girlfriend has 
left him for a young comic, played by Steve 
Buscemi. Steve’s part is small but very notable. 
As the stand up comic, Buscemi is fantastic, 
somewhat ironic given the fact that he was once a 
stand up comedian himself, albeit a very bad one 
according to the man himself. This film is well 
worth watching, but I suggest you skip Coppola’s 
appalling instalment. 

 In between these roles and his iconic 
breakthrough performance in RESERVOIR 
DOGS (1992), Steve made notable yet small 
appearances in THE KING OF NEW YORK 
(1989) and alongside Dustin Hoffman in BILLY 
BATHGATE (1991), playing gangsters in both 
movies. In these roles, Buscemi has a distinct air 
of quirky menace and is creepy as hell. Of course, 
most will instantly know his outstanding, 

Independent Spirit Award winning role as Mr 
Pink in Quentin Tarrantino’s gruesome classic 
RESERVOIR DOGS, and rightly so, as it is an 
excellent performance; a motor mouthed, quite 
nasty but clever criminal who memorably refuses 
to tip waitresses. It is perhaps his strongest role up 
to that point, although more avid viewers would 
argue that his performances in Jim Jarmusch’s 
MYSTERY TRAIN (1989), the Coen Brothers’ 
BARTON FINK (1990) – as the fast talking Chet- 
and the weird and wonderful IN THE SOUP 
(1991) where he played a wannabe but down on 
his luck film maker, were equally as impressive as 
his role in the landmark crime thriller.  

After RESERVOIR DOGS, Buscemi was 
instantly bankable as a bit part character actor in 
Hollywood and in the world of Independent 
cinema. His performance in TWENTY BUCKS 
(1993), although a largely unknown film, is a 
great little effort. He plays a small time thief that 
teams up with a professional criminal played by 
Christopher Lloyd and finds himself out of his 
depth. There is an air of desperate sleaze in 
Buscemi’s presence, another side to his acting 
talent which would reappear again in other great 
films. Anyone who likes a weird 90s film should 
seek out TWENTY BUCKS, as well as giving 
AIRHEADS (1994) a try, where Buscemi stars 
alongside Brendan Fraser and Adam Sandler as an 
ill fated rock band who take a radio station under 
siege in order for the world to hear their song! 
Buscemi showed his comic side as Rex, the hot 
headed and foul mouthed bassist, who supplied 
the band’s weaponry, which turn out to be water 
pistols he attained from the toy store he works in. 

His second role for the Coen Brothers, in 
FARGO (1996) is an obvious stand out, where 
Buscemi takes an iconic role as a criminal hired 
by William H Macy to kidnap his wife in order to 
go halves on the cash being put up by the 
woman’s rich father. Buscemi is at once 
frightening, intense and slightly pathetic. Rarely 
can an actor embody so many facets in a mere 
nuance, a mere glance. His gruesome demise is 
also noteworthy.  



Going through his filmography is basically 
like listing some of the key films of the era. 
Though small, his performances in THE BIG 
LEBOWSKI (1997) and CON AIR (1997) are 
brilliant. In the latter, Steve plays a cannibalistic 
serial killer, but he plays it down brilliantly and 
makes the maniac seem like the sanest looking 
man in the movie. Brilliant! 

In 1996, Buscemi managed to get together 
his semi autobiographical project TREES 
LOUNGE (1996), which he directed, wrote and 
starred in as Tommy, an unemployed mechanic 
who spends his days hanging in his favourite bar, 
the Trees Lounge. For me, this is Buscemi’s finest 
hour. His embodiment of the pitiful alcoholic 
comes to life with a believable and moving 
performance. What makes the film more powerful 
is the fact that this is Buscemi’s vision of what his 
life could have turned out like. He said himself: "I 
tried to imagine what my life would be like if I 
had never moved to Manhattan and pursued acting 
and had just stayed in Valley Stream.” It really is 
quite down beat, but at the same time it is darkly 
hilarious, especially when the sleazy Tommy 
takes over as the neighbourhood ice cream man. 
The fact that Buscemi’s father and brother 
Michael appeared in the movie made the lines 
between true life and fiction very blurred indeed. 
"I was shooting this scene with Victor Arnold, 
who was playing my father and my real father was 
standing right next to him playing his brother. 
That was a little weird. But I have to say that my 
father took direction really well -my brother did, 
too. I didn't really know what to expect from that 
situation because this was the first time Mike and 
I worked together. There were certain scenes, like 
our fight scene at the bar, which completely took 
me back to the old days. We were really into it, to 
the point where it didn't feel like acting anymore.�

Mark Boone and I had collaborated on a 
screenplay before with someone who wanted to 
direct the piece and had tried to gear it towards 
this guy's notes and what he thought would be 
commercial. That took us about seven months and 
we ended up with a screenplay that was okay but 
basically a jumble. So I wanted to write something 
totally on my own, make it personal and not worry 
about any prospects of it being commercial. 

Boone was the one who said, why not do 
something on Long Island? That really threw me 



because I thought, Long Island? There is nothing 
interesting there! I was in denial about where I 
was from and what that whole experience was. So 
he really gave me that idea and the more I thought 
about it, the only way I could think about writing 
about it was, what if I hadn't left? What would I 
be doing? In that way I could use stuff from my 
own life while I was living there. Driving an ice-
cream truck is something that I did, working in a 
gas station, and of course, hanging out in the bars 
I did a lot. So that was the genesis of the idea" 

Although the ending seems grim, where a 
bruised Tommy sits in the bar, right on the seat of 
the old regular at Trees Lounge who has ‘just 
stopped breathing’ due to his non stop alchohol 
abuse, Buscemi hopes his character might make a 
move and sort his life out. “You don't know what's 
going to happen to him. But in my mind, the 
character I play, Tommy Basilio, is for the first 
time thinking about his position in life, his 
actions, his future. He is thinking about what he 
has done in the past, and what may happen in his 
future. Granted he's not talking about it. He's just 
sitting there, thinking about it. But it's the first 
time you see him in the bar where he is actually 
thinking. Every other scene of him in the bar, he is 
oblivious to what's going on. That's his place to 
forget, not to deal with his life. So it's the first 
time you can see on his face that hopefully he is 
dealing with something. Whether he will do 
anything about it - I didn't know.” 

Perhaps this is what makes TREES 
LOUNGE such a magical moment in 90s cinema, 
that fact that it was all so sincere and honest, like 
all good art is. Often labelled as a kind of updated 
Cassavettes, Steve directs in a way only an actor 
can. On set, he encouraged improvisation and all 
the cast insisted it was a laid back and 
collaborative project. 

An interesting film which needs noting is 
LIVING IN OBLIVION (1993) where Buscemi 
plays a film director on the set of a low budget 
movie. Having already directed a short film, 
Buscemi claims he knew just how to play a 
director. “By the second time I played a director, 
in Living in Oblivion, I was able to draw on my 

own experiences as a director. That's a question I 
get asked a lot for Living in Oblivion: did I base 
that character on any director that I worked with? 
Yeah, myself ...” 

One of Buscemi’s more recent directorial 
movies is INTERVIEW (2007), an intense drama 
which chronicles a rather strange meeting between 
an interviewer (Buscemi) and a world famous film 
star, played by Sienna Miller. It’s a wonderfully 
acted face off between two very different talents, a 
kind of mind game where each constantly 
attempts to outsmart, baffle and put down the 
other. The results are compelling. Playing the 
journalist, Buscemi appears as a very honest 
trustworthy man, sincere in his hopes for Miller’s 
troubled star. But of course, all is not as it seems. 
Steve viewed the film as a showdown of sorts: 
“And it does get claustrophobic at times, as which 
it should. And, for the few hours they are with 
each other they really do connect and they really 
go at it, almost as if they are a couple that is 
breaking up.� I think there is also this whole father-
daughter thing going on. He’s lost his daughter 
and she’s never known her father, and I think that 
is something definitely underneath the narrative. 



And there is also that sexual tension, as well, and 
who knows how real that is or who is playing 
who. And, it is also a bit of a cat and mouse game, 
and I think she’s enjoying how far she can take 
this guy.” 

One of Buscemi’s finest performances to 
date was in GHOST WORLD (2000), where he 
played the rather strange Seymour, the object of 
social outsider Thora Birch’s fascination. Based 
on the US comic book, the film was set in a dull 
suburban town, inhabited by odd balls and 
weirdoes according to Birch’s friend, played by 
Scarlet Johansen. Buscemi plays a lonely record 
collecting middle aged loner. It’s a very moving 
and affecting part which Steve embodies to an 
almost scary level. The way he stands, the way he 
shifts awkwardly, the way his hair is combed over 
and his trousers are way too high; it all results in a 
well rounded, sublime, perfect characterization. 
He rightfully won a second Independent Spirit 
Award for his efforts. This is a real stand out in 
his career. 

A lesser known and equally great 
performance is in DELIRIOUS (2006), where he 
plays a sleazy paparazzi photographer living in a 
run down apartment in New York. He takes in a 
young homeless man (Michael Pitt) and hires him 
as his unpaid personal assistant in return for a 
cupboard he has adapted into a bedroom for him. 
The unfolding story, where Buscemi’s character 
slowly unravels to reveal a slightly tragic no hoper 
is very moving, and the relationship between the 
two men is somewhat reminiscent of the union 
formed by Ratso and Joe Buck in MIDNIGHT 
COWBOY. There is a needy desperation in 
Buscemi, as he realizes his homeless chum might 

be going places. It is this sad element to 
Buscemi’s character which really tugs on the heart 
strings and he subtly makes this a strong element 
throughout the movie. There is even a slight hint 
that Buscemi’s character could well be gay and in 
love with Pitt’s character. We never really find 
out, but as the ending seems sad and downbeat for 
Steve’s character, speeding past the credits reveals 
a more positive outcome for the seedy 
photographer. This film is highly recommended.   

Seeing Buscemi in a lead role is something 
of a rarity, so savor the chance in ST. JOHN OF 
LAS VEGAS (2009) where he plays an ex 
gambling addict who’s run out of luck and now 
works for insurance fraud. An investigation leads 
him to his old town, Las Vegas and he finds 
himself tempted by his former addiction, all the 
while finding himself in a shady case where his 
colleague is hardly a man to rely on. Although the 
film is flawed. Buscemi is great in his role; 
constantly trying his luck on scratch cards while 
trying to keep up a rather odd relationship with an 
unstable girlfriend (Sarah Silverman).  

Buscemi is now a big star in the NBC 
series Boardwalk Empire and has many varied and 
interesting projects on the way. No matter what 
the movie, one thing is for sure; Steve is going to 
be good in it! 
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