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 MARTIN SCORSESE is a director, film producer, screenwriter and actor. A prominent figure of the New Hollywood era, he is considered one of the greatest and most significant directors in the history of cinema. Central to his career are his collaborations with Daniel Day-Lewis, Harvey Keitel, Joe Pesci, and especially with Robert De Niro and Leonardo DiCaprio. Among the numerous film awards he has received there are the Academy Award for Best Director in 2007 for The Departed, the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival in 1976 for Taxi Driver, the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at the Venice Film Festival in 1995, three BAFTAs, four Golden Globes (including one for lifetime achievement in 2010), and the Golden Bear for Lifetime Achievement at the Berlin Film Festival in 2024.


 


ANTONIO SPADARO is an Italian Jesuit, theologian, and essayist. He serves as the undersecretary of the Vatican Dicastery for Culture and Education and as a member of the Board of Directors of Georgetown University. For twelve years he was editor of the international magazine La Civiltà Cattolica. Among other works, he is the author of the first interview with Pope Francis, A Big Heart Open to God, 2013. He collaborated on the Netflix series Stories of a Generation.
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On March 3, 2016, I rang the doorbell at the Scorsese residence for the first conversation in what would become a wide-ranging dialogue that took place over the course of several years. On that day, I was welcomed into the kitchen as if I were part of the family and offered a good coffee. “Italian,” my host specified. Helen, Martin’s wife, greeted me in the living room and we talked at length before Martin’s arrival, sitting on the same couch.


Martin entered the room with a welcoming smile. We immediately began talking about our shared roots. In some ways, we’re fellow countrymen. He already knew I’m from Messina, in Sicily. He told me he’s from Polizzi Generosa, halfway between Messina and Palermo. Or rather, his grandfather was. But for him, it was clear that his roots are there.


As we talked, we remembered his life as the grandson of immigrants in the neighborhoods of New York, his life as an altar boy. Always, there were blood ties, violence, and sacredness. For Martin, church rituals were dramatic, and liturgies were beautiful. Church memories blended with those of a boy who, unknowingly, turned the streets into his first film set: the one of his imagination, dreams, and nightmares, where characters included gangsters and priests.


 


Two years later, in 2018, I witnessed Martin when he came to Rome to present a book to which he had contributed to Pope Francis.


On that occasion, he publicly asked Francis a question. “Holy Father, today people struggle to change, to believe in the future. They no longer believe in good. We look around, read the newspapers, and it seems that the life of the world is marked by evil, even by terror and humiliation. How can a human being today live a good and just life in a society where greed and vanity drive action, where power is expressed through violence? How can I live well when I experience evil?”


Later, in the Netflix documentary Stories of a Generation with Pope Francis (2021), Martin says to his daughter, “We who make movies don’t do it for ourselves, but to do justice to the life around us and answer the question of what it means to be human.”


 


When we talked about compiling this book of conversations about faith, I had the impression that for Martin, this is a single, long dialogue in stages. There is a deep thread that unites our words. It’s a thread that accompanies me through the maze of life and explores a lifelong preoccupation of Martin’s that is present in all of his work.


 


Antonio Spadaro










Conversation One


Let’s start with your childhood. It is well documented that you have suffered from asthma. I find it interesting that Pope Francis also had a problem with his lungs. It seems to me, when you are short of breath you become more sensitive. What was that like growing up? Have you learned something from this shortness of breath?


 


The first thing to say about asthma is that when it’s severe, you really feel like you can’t catch your breath. Quite literally, you feel like you could pass away, like you’re actually making a passage. There were times when there was just no way to breathe, and the wheezing was so strong, and my lungs were so congested that I started wondering: if this is the way it’s going to be from now on, how can I continue? That does go through your mind: you just want some peace.


I developed serious asthma at the age of three. When I was young, back in the fifties, there was a certain way of dealing with doctors, at least for people like my parents. You believed whatever the doctor said – you never went to get a second opinion. Even if they’d wanted to seek out a second opinion, they probably couldn’t have afforded one. And the doctors had a certain way of dealing with asthma: there were drugs and treatments, but more importantly there was the imposition of a certain lifestyle. You could not play any sports. You could not exert yourself. They even warned about excessive laughter. And I was allergic to everything around me – animals, trees, grass – so I couldn’t go to the country.


All of this meant that I lived a life apart – I felt separate from everyone else. I spent a lot more time with the adults, and it gave me an awareness and, I think, a heightened understanding of the adult world. I had an awareness of the rhythm of life, the concerns of the adults, the discussions of what’s right and what’s wrong, of one person’s obligation to another, and so on. It made me more aware of how people were feeling, more aware of their body language – again, the difference between words and actions – more aware of their sensitivity, which, in turn, helped me cultivate my own sensitivity. I became sharpened, I think.


The memories of looking at the world from my window, looking down on the street and seeing so much – some of it beautiful and some of it horrifying and some of it beyond description – are central for me.


The other side of it is an intensity of focus when I’m at work, staying fixed on what’s important. I think that my separateness, my solitude, and my awareness led to a determination and an ability to shut out everything extraneous, which is what happens when I make a film. It’s paradoxical, because it’s a concentration that protects a sensitivity which results in a kind of insensitivity.


 


But you weren’t always set on filmmaking. After all, you spent some time in a seminary preparatory school. Did you feel a calling, a vocation, to the priesthood? And is being a priest related to being a filmmaker?


 


Let me start to answer that question by talking about the first big change in my life, which came when I was very young. We were living for a time in Queens, which had trees, space, light – I remember it as a kind of paradise. For my parents, it was like moving to the country. But, because of some family problems, we were evicted back to the Lower East Side of Manhattan, to the Italian-American-Sicilian neighborhood known as Little Italy. We lived there from the forties through the sixties. And, as anyone who has seen a few of my pictures knows, it had a profound effect on me. The contrast between the two places was a traumatic shock.


On each side of the family, my father’s side and my mother’s side, there were seven or eight children. So, I had many aunts and uncles. They were all born on Elizabeth Street in the early 1900s. Not in a hospital, but right there in the tenements. They had basically recreated the old country here in the new world. In a very real sense, I grew up in the old world. It was very much like the little villages outside Palermo. My mother’s family came from Ciminà, my father’s from Polizzi Generosa. Where we lived, everybody was either Sicilian or Neapolitan – with the odd few Calabrese.


My father had four brothers, and my uncle Joe was the youngest. He lived below us on Elizabeth Street with his wife and kids. My grandparents – my father’s parents – lived two doors down, and every night my father would go there to see them. They would discuss family matters, the honor of the Scorsese name, the kind of thing I just didn’t understand – these were old world matters, and I was born here, in New York.


These were decent people, trying to live a decent life. Everything was built around the family. The family structure was the unifying factor, a way of maintaining decency. Now, organized crime was also present in this world, so people had to walk a tightrope – you couldn’t be with them, but you couldn’t be against them either. My uncle tended to be with them. He was smalltime, just like Johnny Boy in Mean Streets (1973) – forever in trouble. He went to jail a number of times and always owed money to loan sharks. There was a sense of violence present at all times. It was a rough area – a very, very difficult place. It was “street,” as we used to say it – “street-tough.” A way of being. Everything was built around the family. The family structure was the unifying factor, a way of maintaining decency. This was true for my mother and father, my aunts and uncles.


So, my father took it upon himself to help my uncle. Every day, in that apartment in Little Italy, I could see my father experiencing this: how to deal with his brother in a way that was right and just. He took it all on himself. My mother would get very frustrated at times, and she would say, “Can’t your brothers help?” But they had all moved out of the neighborhood. My father and Joe were the only ones left. So, my father dealt with it all himself, and that meant dealing with everyone, on all sides: reasoning, negotiating, making deals, making sure he didn’t get taken out, sometimes giving Joe money. He really put himself on the line for my uncle. And it was always about obligation: the obligation to take care of his brother. It was all on us. I loved Joe, but it was very, very tough. It really raised the question: am I my brother’s keeper? This question is what I was dealing with in Mean Streets.


 


The place where we were living was, one could say, indecent and profane. There was organized crime, and it affected absolutely everyone. In addition to organized crime, there were also the homeless men and women on the Bowery, people who were really at the end of life, many of them alcoholic, the down and completely out – we got to know some of them, but they always frightened us. Sometimes kids would taunt them, and I saw how easy it was to slip into dehumanizing others, especially when they frighten you. We were frightened by everything, basically. For me, that world was very, very difficult. As I look back on it, I realize my asthma almost brought me a kind of a relief. The pressure to prove yourself with faux masculinity was intense, but my asthma meant I had to find a way to use my head in order to stay alive.
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