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FOREWORD



Everyone loves gangster movies. From the colorful characters and intense situations to the complicated plotlines and ultra violence—moviegoers can’t get enough of the genre.


And it is true that gangster movies are the Westerns of this generation. White Hats vs. Black Hats; Law Enforcement vs. Made Men. It all comes down to the same basic theme of Good vs. Evil. And that battle has been a staple of storytelling for as long as people have told stories.


One of the greatest elements of gangster movies is the lineup of usual suspects that get fleshed out in unique ways in each new film. The power-hungry boss. The stone-cold killer. The industrious soldier. The beautiful moll. The lackeys and wannabes. The men in uniform. The undercovers. The innocent bystanders. Most of these types play a critical part in the making of just about every gangster movie.


Another common ingredient is the situational tension that drives gangster films—whether it’s a robbery gone bad, a deadly shootout, a tense undercover operation, a shadowy sit-down, a sudden double-cross, or a bloody hit.


People especially like gangster movies that are based on real-life stories. Of course there is Donnie Brasco—the film based on my experiences as an undercover FBI agent infiltrating the New York City Mafia in the 1970s and 80s. A few other celebrated gangster movies based on real people and events are GoodFellas, Casino, and The Departed (which won the Best Picture Oscar in 2006). GoodFellas follows the rise of small-time wannabe Henry Hill; Casino documents the mob’s overtaking of Las Vegas in the 70s and 80s; and in The Departed, Jack Nicholson plays a character based on over-the-top Irish gangster Whitey Bulger, who ran the Irish mob in Boston for years. These four films (and there are others) get the gangster life right—portraying the reality of violence, murder, envy and jealousy that members of the life deal with every day. Great gangster movies capture these things with fearless detail.


Of course the all-time gangster movie is The Godfather, followed closely by The Godfather: Part II. Another great gangster movie of note is Mean Streets—starring young actors Robert De Niro and Harvey Keitel, and directed by a young Martin Scorsese—which portrays the life of low-level gangsters and their struggle to make a name for themselves in the life. This is a great film to watch if you want to see a bunch of young guys creating their first film in the genre for which they’d all become famous.


Funny things happen on a movie set. While shooting the movie Donnie Brasco, a wiseguy I knew when I was undercover in the life showed up on the set. I confronted him as to why he was there. He told me he was not there on mob business, but because his son wanted to be an actor and he wanted to ask if I would give him a part in the movie. I spoke with the kid and could tell he really wanted to be an actor—so I put him in a couple of scenes. Every day the kid worked, the father showed up with Cuban cigars; we sat, smoked and talked about the old days in the life. If I had seen the same guy back in the day, the scene would have played out a lot differently—and if it was anything like in the movies, one of us might have ended up dead.


The Ultimate Book of Gangster Movies?


Fuhgedaboudit!


—Joseph Pistone (a.k.a. Donnie Brasco)





INTRODUCTION



Walk into any bar where guys hang out and it’s a good bet they are discussing one of three topics: sports, women or movies. It’s also a good bet that most of those guys can speak with knowledge and intelligence about two of those topics.


This is a book about one of them—movies. More specifically, gangster movies.


Here’s a little test. Ask any guy you know between the ages of 21 and 65 to complete the following movie quotes:


“Leave the gun, take ___.”


“Say hello to my ___.”


“Now youse can’t ___.”


“I coulda had class. I coulda ___.”


These lines are part of the American lexicon, part of pop culture, part of every guy’s experience interacting with other guys.


Indeed, gangster movies have influenced the culture since Hollywood first turned on the lights. Six decades before Joe Pesci’s unhinged bantam tough guy terrorized the world in GoodFellas, Edward G. Robinson did exactly the same in Little Caesar.


The bad guy is always mesmerizing. We all want to believe we’re rebels underneath our law-abiding skins. And so when we sit in a dark theater rooting for the gangster, we get the vicarious thrill of striking out at authority without, well, actually breaking the rules ourselves.


In some ways, the gangster represents the American dream come to life—he gets the money, he gets the power, he gets the women. This country was built on guts, vision, bloodshed and a good deal of criminality. It is no coincidence that each of those elements contributes to a solid gangster film.


Gangster movies are also the urban version of Westerns, that great early genre of film. As Americans moved from farms and small towns into the cities, Tom Mix became Tom Powers and, later, Tommy DeVito. The James Gang became the John Dillinger Gang and, later, the Corleones.


Even the real gangsters have always loved these movies. Dillinger was gunned down by lawmen in 1934 while leaving a theater showing Manhattan Melodrama, a film featuring Clark Gable as a racketeer. Decades later, infamous Gambino crime family hit man Sammy “The Bull” Gravano quoted lines from The Godfather to his allies and enemies.


There is also a Godfather connection to Joey Merlino, a young wiseguy long suspected of the attempted murder of fellow mobster Nicky Scarfo Jr. in an Italian restaurant on Halloween night in 1989. A gunman wearing a mask and carrying a trick-or-treat bag walked up to Scarfo’s table in a South Philadelphia eatery and opened fire. Scarfo survived the hit, but that’s not the point.


Merlino, according to law enforcement and underworld sources, deliberately dropped his gun as he walked out of the restaurant. The reason? He knew Scarfo’s father, jailed mob boss Nicodemo “Little Nicky” Scarfo, was a big fan of The Godfather and especially liked the scene where Al Pacino blows away a mob rival and a corrupt cop in a Brooklyn restaurant. In that scene, Pacino drops his gun as he walks away.


In a case of art honoring art, the great HBO series The Sopranos often nodded to the mob films, including when Silvio Dante imitated Michael Corleone in The Godfather: Part III or when Christopher Moltisanti spouted another of his always-errant movie quotations, such as:


Christopher: “Louis Brasi sleeps with the fishes.”


Big Pussy: “Luca Brasi. Luca.”


Christopher: “Whatever.”


Getting those lines correct is important. As part of our analysis in this book, we highlight both the quotes that “made” the gangster movies, as well as those that have made it into our national consciousness. We’ve transcribed these quotes directly while watching the films. In these days of fast-and-loose information dispersal via the Internet, you never know if a film quote referenced in informal discussion is accurate.


This book is designed to identify and discuss what we consider the Top 100 gangster movies ever made. It is not a book geared toward critics or film students; neither of this book’s authors went to film school. Rather, it’s a book for guys (and gals) who love the genre, who know what they call a Quarter Pounder in France, who would agree that while Pacino certainly earned the Oscar he won for Scent of a Woman, he probably deserved seven more for the roles he played in movies featured on our Top 100 list.


You may not agree with our choices. In fact, we would be disappointed if you had no quibble with our rankings or omissions. The point of a book like this is to spark debate. De Niro or Pacino? Coppola or Scorsese? A Bronx Tale or Gangs of New York or, for that matter, King of New York?


One of the biggest issues we dealt with was how to define a gangster movie, which is not as easy as defining a sports movie or a romantic comedy. To that end, we came up with this: a gangster movie is a film featuring an ongoing illegal enterprise conducted by a group of criminals; a movie in which the bad guys—not the police—are the central characters.


Under that litmus test, excellent films such as L.A. Confidential and Bullitt don’t make the cut. Some entertaining caper films like Ocean’s Eleven and The Sting also fail to meet our criteria due to their lack of an “ongoing” criminal enterprise.


Bottom line: Your definition may be different than ours. And sometimes we make exceptions to our own rule, such as our inclusion of The French Connection. We’ll suggest that our label of “gangster film” mostly follows U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s inarguable characterization of pornography: “I know it when I see it.”


In selecting our Top 100 gangster films, we considered both artistic merit and historical value. We looked for movies that had a powerful script, three-dimensional characters, memorable scenes and a good bit of action and violence. Because a movie where no one fires a gun is not much of a gangster movie.


Gangster movies can make you laugh (Get Shorty, Snatch). They can shock you with their brutality (Scarface, Reservoir Dogs). They can even make you cry (check out our 69th-ranked movie, the underappreciated Let Him Have It).


They often show a slice of history. Gangs of New York portrays the rise of street gangs in the Five Points area in the 19th century. Kill the Irishman accurately recounts the Cleveland mob wars of the 1970s, down to every last car bomb.


And they are sometimes just nonsense. Nobody’s going to argue that Billy Crystal’s attempt to pass himself off as a mob boss (“Benny the Groin, Sammy the Schnozz”) in Analyze This bears any resemblance to reality. Still, it is damned entertaining.
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Gangster movies date back to the onset of cinema. The first box-office success was 1912’s The Musketeers of Pig Alley—D.W. Griffith’s Dickensian look at the American immigrant experience, set in the squalor of Manhattan’s Lower East Side.


The genre really gained traction two decades later because of changes in America. The Volstead Act, which mandated a prohibition of alcohol sales from 1920-33, didn’t stop Americans from drinking so much as it led to bootlegging and the growth of organized crime. Mobsters like Al Capone and Lucky Luciano became celebrities, their stories luridly told by newspapers—and then by the cinema.


“Until Prohibition, mobsters were thugs who would hit you over the head and steal your money,” said Nicholas Pileggi, the author of Good-Fellas and Casino. “Now they had opportunity. That’s really how the genre started.”


At the end of the 1920s, the nation was struck by the Great Depression. Americans were perplexed by an economic system that failed them. This helped make folk heroes out of outlaws like John Dillinger and Bonnie and Clyde who robbed banks and shot their way to fame and fortune.


The executives at Warner Brothers—the major Hollywood studio that also owned movie theaters in America’s big cities—wanted to provide the nation’s urban immigrants with fare they liked. And so, starting in 1931, the studio created three landmark gangster films—Little Caesar, The Public Enemy and Scarface.


Police chiefs and censorship boards were appalled. But filmgoers were delighted, and often sympathetic to the bad guy—typically a young man trying to make his way in a country that didn’t exactly embrace him.


Looking at the films now, they may seem a bit dated in everything from their dialogue to special effects. But if you can suspend your critical eye just a bit, they are still extremely entertaining.


Plus, they created a new art form. Calling The Public Enemy one of 15 films that “had a profound effect on me,” Martin Scorsese wrote in 2010: “The shocking, blunt brutality; the energy of Cagney in his first starring role; the striking use of popular music (the song ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’)—this picture led the way for all of us.”


Looking at the black-and-white classics of the 1930s and 1940s, you can still see the charisma of their stars—James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson and Humphrey Bogart. They were on-screen tough guys, sure, and were always headed for a fall at the movie’s end. But they also allowed audiences to escape into the fantasy that somehow it would be fun to be a gangster. Their great work endures.


As America continued to change, so did its gangster films. After World War II, the old “ripped from the headlines” format seemed passé. Gangsters began to be portrayed less as gun-crazed killers than as businessmen running corrupt empires. You’ll find some of those movies here, like On the Waterfront and Underworld, U.S.A.


You’ll also find those that came out of a form called film noir, dark potboilers often taken from pulp fiction paperbacks of the era. The best of them, like The Asphalt Jungle and The Killers, tend to feature a disillusioned non-hero trying to survive in a world beset by greed and corruption.


The genre lagged for a while, until 1967’s Bonnie and Clyde, starring Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway, brought it back, more brutal and sexy than ever. That film reinvented the movie gangster as antihero and spawned a series of boy-girl “on the run” films that continued all the way through True Romance. Its graphic, slow-motion finale set a new standard for movie violence.


Of course, it was Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather that created the modern gangster film in 1972. An epic, a family saga, a period piece, a Shakespearean tragedy, The Godfather got everything right. It showed organized crime—the Mafia—from the inside in a way approached by no film before it. Its script, with all those memorable lines, may be the most-quoted in history.


Two years later, The Godfather: Part II came close to equaling the original’s brilliance. Sixteen years after that, The Godfather: Part III fell way short. You will still find it in this book, but you’ll locate it quicker if you start thumbing from the back.


Since Coppola, three great directors have dominated the gangster genre. Brian De Palma created Scarface, The Untouchables and Carlito’s Way, three very different looks at the subject.


Martin Scorsese, arguably the genre’s greatest talent, created five movies that appear among our first 22, from 1973’s Mean Streets to 2006’s The Departed. The five masterpieces have much in common—deep, talented casts (including Robert De Niro in three of them), shocking violence (consider the baseball bat scene in Casino) and dense, evocative soundtracks (like the use of Derek and the Dominos’ “Layla” during the mass killing scene in GoodFellas).


In the 1990s, Quentin Tarantino entered the scene as a writer and director. His version of organized crime features dark humor, stylized violence and nonlinear plotlines. His mobsters, like Vincent Vega and Jules Winnfield in Pulp Fiction, are seemingly regular guys who converse about fast food and foot rubs before blowing off the head of someone who did their boss wrong. Tarantino’s brilliance is in making you sympathetic to the hit men, right up to the moment that they commit a heinous act.


Tarantino sparked a line of imitators, some talented, others not. One we like is Britain’s Guy Ritchie, whose 1998 effort, Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels, is up to Tarantino’s standards. You’ll also find Ritchie’s follow-up film, Snatch, on our list.


Indeed, Great Britain is represented by seven films in our Top 100. There are four from France (starting with the great 1955 caper film Rififi), two each from Italy, Japan and Hong Kong, and one each from six other countries.


“I think people around the world are fascinated with gangsters,” said British actor Tim Roth, who makes our book for his work in three films. (And don’t miss our interview with Roth on page 82.) “Every country has got its version of the mob, right? And it doesn’t matter where you’re from. If you can slip into that dangerous underworld for two hours, have a few thrills and a box of popcorn, and then go home safe. . . . Well, that form of entertainment is never going to become passé.”


There is a vast reservoir of movie information—some of it accurate, some of it not so accurate—in today’s world of the Internet. We took advantage of some of the best websites, including the Internet Movie Database (www.IMDb.com), during our research. We also found articles and reviews—some decades old—that were helpful in giving context to films and adding background on actors and directors.


There is even a site (moviebodycounts.com) that offers “body counts” in action movies. And while we’re on that topic, please note we tried our best to be accurate, but when bullets are flying and bodies are dropping, an exact count is sometimes impossible to come up with. Add to that the reality that not everyone who falls down after being shot dies and you see the problem. If you want to quibble with us about the number of kills in a given movie, well, go ahead.


Finally, a word about our take on foreign-language films. These were perhaps the most difficult to rank, in part because their stories take place in different cultures, but also because subtitles take something away from a movie. Consider this: how do you think the classic explanation for the meaning of the term “fuhgedaboudit” in Donnie Brasco would play with French or Japanese or German subtitles? So, when we’re viewing a foreign film, we assume there’s always a bit lost in translation.
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 1  THE GODFATHER (1972-R)


STARS: MARLON BRANDO, AL PACINO, JAMES CAAN, ROBERT DUVALL, DIANE KEATON
DIRECTOR: FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA





The Godfather changed everything. This milestone in cinema revived a genre that had languished for decades. Nearly every gangster movie produced since starts with The Godfather as its primary point of reference.


“It created the game,” said Chazz Palminteri, whose film, A Bronx Tale, centers on growing up around mobsters. “Any of us today who make a movie about organized crime should realize that without The Godfather, we never would have had the chance.”


But it did more than that. For better or worse, The Godfather changed how audiences view Mafiosi, elevating them from nasty thugs to a modern incarnation of Roman royalty. The Godfather does not present organized crime as an evil empire presided over by heartless men. Indeed, we never even see victims with lives destroyed by the mob’s illicit activities. The treachery only occurs against traitors within the business, and the mob is a family enterprise presided over by a sympathetic patriarch. Decades later, Vito Corleone would become Tony Soprano.


The Godfather made careers, most notably those of Francis Ford Coppola and Al Pacino, despite the fact that both of them were almost fired during production. All these years later, it’s still thrilling to watch Pacino as Michael, the Don’s youngest son, evolve from an innocent outsider among his own family into a stone-hearted killer. Watch Pacino’s eyes deaden over the course of the 175-minute film as he becomes the man his father never wanted him to be. It’s why The Godfather is, ultimately, a tragedy.


Of course, it also revived Marlon Brando’s career after he was deemed box-office poison. Brando’s Vito Corleone is one of cinema’s all-time greatest characters—gruff but charming, brutal but genteel. Brando and Coppola invented the persona—right down to the puffed-out jowls—and in doing so spawned a million imitators.


“It’s the underworld and it’s interesting to look on the dark side,” actress Talia Shire, who plays Vito’s daughter Connie, told Vanity Fair. “But in this darkness there is the Vito Corleone family. Remember when Vito says, ‘There’s drugs,’ which he didn’t want to touch? He’s a decent man on the dark side who is struggling to emerge into the light and bring his family there. That’s what still makes it dramatically interesting.”


Indeed, the movie has aged better than any Barolo. Filmed in 1971 and set in the period of 1945-55, The Godfather still amazes, no matter how many times you’ve seen it before. The detail is awe-inspiring, from the beautiful tree-lined mountains of Sicily to that small moment when Enzo the Baker, after staring down assassins outside the hospital, cannot flick his cigarette lighter because of quavering hands.


There’s a brilliant balance of action and drama, perhaps best exemplified by the baptism-massacre scene. Notice the rapid shift between shots of Michael at his nephew’s baptism—vowing to renounce Satan—to shots of his enemies being gunned down all over town. The organ music swells as Michael becomes Godfather—by both definitions.


The Godfather is packed with rich characters, even in secondary roles. Clemenza (Richard Castellano), the jovial caporegime who teaches Michael how to cook the sauce. Fredo (John Cazale), the weakling brother who botches his father’s protection. Moe Greene (Alex Rocco), the blustery Vegas casino owner who tries to dismiss Michael (“I made my bones while you were going out with cheerleaders”) and ends up paying with a bullet through the eye.


Consider, too, what this movie brought to the modern vernacular: “I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.” “Sleeps with the fishes.” “Go to the mattresses.” “This is business, not personal.” Even the word “godfather” had no real meaning in modern culture until this movie. Now Google lists over three million references that start with “the godfather of. . . .”


There is a scene in the movie You’ve Got Mail (a film you definitely won’t find in this book’s Top 100), where Tom Hanks’ character describes The Godfather as “the I-Ching . . . the sum of all wisdom.” Certainly, it provides life lessons:


“A man who doesn’t spend time with his family can never be a real man.”


“Don’t ever take sides against the family.”


“Women and children can be careless, but not men.”


Okay, maybe that last reference seems dated. But the rest are words to live by. Not everyone, however, has used those lessons for the greater good.


“It made our life seem honorable,” Salvatore “Sammy the Bull” Gravano, of the Gambino crime family, told the New York Times in 2000. “I would use lines in real life like, ‘I’m gonna make you an offer you can’t refuse.’ And I would always tell people, just like in The Godfather, ‘If you have an enemy, that enemy becomes my enemy.’ It influenced the life, absolutely.”


Well, we wouldn’t endorse that. But if the real goodfellas buy into it, there must be something genuine there.


For all of those reasons, there is no doubt that The Godfather is the greatest gangster movie ever made. In fact, we would argue that it’s the greatest movie of any type ever made. But that’s for another book.


“I DON’T THINK PEOPLE REALIZE THE EXTRAORDINARY ALCHEMY: AN AGING STAR, A YOUNG ACTOR, A LOT OF PEOPLE IN THE RIGHT MOMENT IN THEIR CAREERS. IT WAS A GREAT MOMENT IN THE MOVIE BUSINESS—A GREAT ERA—AND IT ALL CRYSTALLIZED IN THIS TIME.”


—PETER BART, vice president of production for Paramount Pictures, quoted in the book The Annotated Godfather: The Complete Screenplay


The Godfather was a sensation before its first scene was even filmed. Author Mario Puzo’s novel spent 67 weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. Unfortunately for Puzo, he optioned the rights to Paramount before his book’s release, getting a mere $12,500 advance, plus $80,000 more if a movie was actually made. Puzo later received more for cowriting the screenplay.


Despite owning the rights and despite the book’s international buzz, Paramount shuffled its feet. Overblown epics fared poorly in the 1960s and mob movies did worse. The Brotherhood, starring Kirk Douglas as a Sicilian gangster, was a horrid flop in 1968.


As Paramount sat on the rights to The Godfather, others came sniffing around. Burt Lancaster, who loved the novel, tried to buy the property so that he could play Don Corleone. Eventually, Paramount executives decided to make the movie, but on a small budget. The template, believe it or not, was Love Story (1970), another Paramount project that had been filmed on the cheap and ended up turning a huge profit.


The first task was to hire a director. Richard Brooks (The Professionals, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof) declined because he thought Puzo’s story glorified organized crime. Arthur Penn (Bonnie and Clyde) was committed to another film. Finally, after a dozen directors turned it down, Paramount approached Coppola. He was 31 years old and had yet to direct a major hit, although he was about to win an Oscar for cowriting the screenplay for Patton.


Coppola was also reluctant. He had read the novel and was put off by a major subplot involving Sonny’s girlfriend, Lucy, and her abnormally “loose vagina.” In the book, Lucy can only enjoy sex with the well-endowed Sonny. Coppola didn’t want to create a movie about that.


His friend and business partner, George Lucas, recognized the commercial opportunity of The Godfather and urged him to find an element of the novel he liked and could build around. So Coppola reread it and latched onto the family dynamics, viewing the tale of a father and his three sons as a Shakespearean tragedy. He further saw the element of the mob struggling to adapt after World War II as a metaphor for capitalism.


Paramount hired the young director—and the battling began immediately. Cost-conscious executives wanted the story set in modern times because it would be cheaper to shoot a movie in contemporary settings than to create elaborate sets for a period piece. And they wanted it filmed either in a studio back lot or in an inexpensive Midwestern city, like Cleveland. Coppola, meanwhile, foresaw an epic. He fought to remain true to The Godfather’s time period and to film it in New York and Sicily. He got the studio to agree to a $2.5 million budget—and then exceeded it by $4 million.


The combat continued throughout the process. Bart, one of few Paramount executives who stuck up for Coppola, said afterward that the director was nearly fired five times—even as late as during the editing process.


The largest skirmishes were over casting. In Coppola’s mind, just two men—the two he considered the world’s best actors—could play Vito Corleone: Marlon Brando and Laurence Olivier. Sir Laurence was committed. And Paramount was adamantly against hiring Brando, calling him overbearing, overweight and over the hill. “I assure you that Marlon Brando will not appear in this motion picture,” studio CEO Stanley Jaffe wrote to Coppola. “And furthermore, I order you never to bring the subject up again.”


Jaffe preferred Ernest Borgnine or Anthony Quinn. George C. Scott and Richard Conte were considered, with Conte later landing the role of Don Emilio Barzini, Vito Corleone’s rival. Comic actor Danny Thomas was even discussed, in what would have become Make Room for Godfather.


Coppola stuck to his guns. He met with Brando, who had to overcome his own doubts that he could play an Italian. Finally, the studio capitulated, and signed Brando at the bargain rate of $50,000 upfront and a back end of the gross, not to exceed $1.5 million. To his eternal dismay, Brando later sold back the royalties for a measly $300,000.


Casting the role of Michael proved as nettlesome. Higher-ups favored a star for the crucial role, suggesting Warren Beatty, Jack Nicholson or Robert Redford. Coppola wanted Pacino, who had yet to appear in a substantive movie role, but impressed the director by winning a Tony on Broadway. Robert Evans, Paramount’s head of production, dismissed the five-foot-seven Pacino as “a runt.” And when Coppola pointed out that Pacino’s grandparents had immigrated to America from Corleone, Sicily, he was told that the actor looked “too Italian.”


“The war over casting the family Corleone was more volatile than the war the Corleone family fought on screen,” Evans wrote in his 1994 memoir, The Kid Stays in the Picture.


To his credit, Coppola stood by his choice for each major role—James Caan as Sonny, Robert Duvall as Tom Hagen, John Cazale as Fredo and Diane Keaton as Kay. The only time he deferred was hiring his sister, Talia Shire, to play Connie. Coppola did not want to be accused of nepotism. He also thought she was too pretty for the character.


Brando studied for his role by meeting with people connected to the Mafia who were relatives of actor Al Lettieri (Virgil Sollozzo in The Godfather). He designed the wide-jowled mien for his character, saying that Vito should “look like a bulldog.” And he created the voice by listening to audiotapes of testimony from the 1950s Kefauver Committee hearings, which probed organized crime. “Important people don’t need to shout,” Brando concluded.


“I thought it would be an interesting contrast to play him as a gentle man, unlike Al Capone, who beat up people with baseball bats,” Brando wrote in his autobiography, Songs My Mother Taught Me. “I saw him as a man of substance, tradition, dignity, refinement, a man of unerring instinct who just happened to live in a violent world and who had to protect himself and his family in this environment.”


Caan, who grew up Jewish in Queens, modeled his character’s mannerisms after gangsters he met over the years. He had a tougher time creating Sonny’s machine-gun speech pattern until coming upon an unlikely muse.


“I started thinking of Don Rickles,” he recalled to Vanity Fair in 2009. “Somebody was watching over me and gave me this thing: being Rickles, kind of say-anything, do-anything.”


It shows through in Sonny’s best line: “What do you think this is, the army, where you shoot ‘em a mile away? You gotta get up close, like this—and bada-bing! You blow their brains all over your nice Ivy League suit.” Caan says that “bada-bing,” which became an iconic mantra, wasn’t in the script. “It just came out of my mouth,” he told Vanity Fair. “I don’t know from where.”


Improvisation like that played a huge role in The Godfather’s success. Consider, for example, Don Corleone’s hard slap across the face of singer Johnny Fontane (Al Martino) and his barked instruction to “act like a man.” That unscripted moment occurred because Brando felt Martino was acting stiffly, so he tried to get a rise out of him.


As the movie was being filmed in New York, an actual mob war broke out, initiated by Crazy Joey Gallo. The same week that the crew shot scenes of Michael ordering the execution of his enemies, real-life Mafiosi Joe Colombo Sr. was shot in the head at a Unity Day rally in Columbus Circle. Colombo (as you will read further down) had fought against The Godfather’s production until forging a deal with Paramount. He slipped into a coma after the shooting and lingered for seven years before dying in 1978.


The mob war only added to the buzz around the movie. The Godfather opened nationwide in March 1972 and, within months, became the highest-grossing film of all time, a distinction it held until “the summer of Jaws” in 1975. Stock in Gulf + Western, which owned Paramount, jumped $97 million within a month. Ticket prices, which averaged $1.50 at the time, were doubled or tripled for The Godfather. NBC bought the television rights for a then-record $10 million and later broadcast the film to an audience of 42 million Americans.


The Godfather won the Oscar for Best Picture. Coppola and Puzo won an Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay. Brando was announced as the Best Actor Oscar winner, a moment most remembered for Brando’s sending of a faux-Native American named Sacheen Littlefeather to decline the award on the actor’s behalf in protest. Overall, it was nominated for 11 Academy Awards. Pacino, Caan and Duvall all got bids for Best Supporting Actor, but split the vote—allowing Joel Grey to take home the prize for his work in Cabaret.


Perhaps the person most shocked at the film’s success was Coppola, who had been told throughout that his dream would fail. “I fantasized that Mephistopheles popped out of the bushes and said: ‘Francis, how would you like this movie to be the most successful movie ever made?’ “Coppola said in The Annotated Godfather. “Something like that must have gone down, because the idea that this disastrous movie would be successful and remembered and even in the annals where it would be compared to movies that I thought were among the greatest, is so surprising.”


[image: Image] HIT: One of Coppola’s last fights was to keep intact the haunting score composed by Nino Rota. Fortunately, he won that battle, too.


[image: Image] MISS: There’s nothing that misses in this epic film—except, perhaps, for the whiff of a punch Sonny aims toward brother-in-law Carlo as he beats him in the street. You’ll hear the sound of a smack, but the swing misses Carlo by a solid foot.


[image: Image] WHAT THEY WROTE AT THE TIME: “They have put pudding in Brando’s cheeks and dirtied his teeth, he speaks hoarsely and moves stiffly, and these combined mechanics are hailed as great acting. . . . Like star, like film, the keynote is inflation. The Godfather was made from a big bestseller, a lot of money was spent on it, and it runs over three hours. Therefore, it’s declared important.”—Stanley Kauffmann, The New Republic


[image: Image] GOOF: The horse’s head under movie producer Jack Woltz’s silk sheets does not appear to be the head from his prized thoroughbred Khartoum. In an earlier scene, Khartoum is shown with a white patch between his eyes. The disembodied head in the bed is solid brown.


The head, by the way, is real and was supplied by a dog-food maker after earlier shots with a fake head looked, well, fake. The blood soaking Woltz’s bed is made from Karo syrup, a technique conceived by makeup man Dick Smith. In his director’s notes for this scene, Coppola wrote to himself, “If the audience does not jump out of their seat on this one, you have failed.”


[image: Image] REALITY CHECK: On his way to getting gunned down, Sonny’s car radio is playing the October 3, 1951 broadcast of the Dodgers-Giants playoff game, which ends with Bobby Thomson’s famed “Shot Heard ’Round the World.” Only problem is the scene takes place in 1948. That’s one hell of a radio Sonny’s got.


[image: Image] REPEATED WATCHING QUOTIENT: We’ll take our cue from the great Pacino. “It’s funny,” he said in a 2004 interview, “but anytime I see it on TV, I still stop and watch it.”


[image: Image] PIVOTAL SCENE: Young Michael’s plan, of course, is to stay out of the “family business.” That changes when his jaw is broken by corrupt police Captain McCluskey (Sterling Hayden) outside the hospital where Michael’s father is recuperating.


The Corleone sons know the Don’s enemies, while calling for reconciliation, will stop at nothing short of killing him. So a plan is concocted where Michael (“the nice college boy,” as Sonny calls him) will agree to a meeting with McCluskey and Virgil Sollozzo (Al Lettieri), and then assassinate them.


They head to an Italian restaurant in the Bronx, where Corleone spies have planted a gun in the men’s room (“I don’t want him coming out of that toilet with just his dick in his hands,” says Sonny). The backdrop is perfect—a neighborhood joint with a checkered tile floor and linen tablecloths. The three men sit around a small table and the waiter uncorks a bottle of red wine. “All I want is a truce,” Sollozzo assures Michael.


As planned, Michael excuses himself to go to the bathroom. After a few panicked moments of groping for the hidden gun, he pulls it from behind an old box-and-chain toilet and tucks it into his belt.


Michael returns to the table. Sollozzo begins to speak, now in fluent Sicilian. His tone is reassuring, but his face is menacing. “Al [Lettieri] was perfect,” Coppola says in the film’s DVD commentary, “such a strong villain for Michael to play against.”


An elevated train screeches by, obscuring Sollozzo’s words. You also hear Michael’s heart pounding. Suddenly, he pushes back from the table, stands and fires. A pink mist sprays from Sollozzo as the bullet burns through his forehead. Michael then turns on the dirty cop, firing twice and killing McCluskey as he lifts a forkful of veal (“the best in the city”).


In that moment, the young man whose father dreamed of him being a doctor or senator has become a cold-blooded executioner. The smartest of the Corleone sons has taken his first step toward becoming Don.


The turning point for the plot was also a turning point for Pacino. Before this was filmed about a week into shooting, Paramount executives were displeased with what they saw from the young actor, and considered firing him. But his evolution in this scene—“kindly to menacing in a few minutes,” says Coppola—floored everyone involved in The Godfather. “Al really showed his stuff,” Coppola says.


One more note: Pacino sprained his ankle fleeing the restaurant and missed the next three days of shooting. If you spot a cane in the background of other scenes, it’s the one he used between takes.


[image: Image] DON’T FAIL TO NOTICE: The use of oranges as an omen of impending doom. There are six separate shots of oranges during The Godfather, and each time one of the characters in the scene winds up dead. See if you can spot all six.


[image: Image] DON’T FAIL TO NOTICE II: The words Mafia and Cosa Nostra are never spoken in the film. This was part of an agreement between producer Al Ruddy and a pressure group called the Italian-American Civil Rights League, which was headed by the aforementioned Colombo.


[image: Image] CASTING CALL: Robert De Niro, then an unknown 27-year-old, was cast in the small role of Paulie, the traitorous driver who calls out sick the day Don Corleone is shot. De Niro was released from his contract when he signed to appear in another mob movie, The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight, which proved to be a dud. Obviously, had De Niro stayed in this picture, he would not have been able to play young Vito in The Godfather: Part II.


[image: Image] VIOLENCE LEVEL: One of the amazing aspects of The Godfather is its ability to veer from beauty (say, the opening wedding scene) to brutality (Woltz awakening with the severed horse’s head). Make no mistake; this is a bloody, sometimes sadistic film.


[image: Image] BET YOU DIDN’T KNOW: Lenny Montana, who plays Luca Brasi, was a former professional wrestling champion who fought under the name “The Zebra Kid.” He also reportedly worked for a time as a bodyguard for the Colombo family. Montana’s fumbling of his lines when he thanks Don Corleone during the opening wedding scene was not rehearsed—it was the genuine result of a non-actor feeling intimidated sharing a scene with the great Brando. The shots of him nervously rehearsing were added later.


[image: Image] BET YOU DIDN’T KNOW II: Caan was furious when he first saw the finished film, saying that more than 30 minutes of his scenes were cut out. Among those deleted was his personal favorite, which showed him too unnerved to sit in his father’s power chair after Vito gets shot.


[image: Image] BEST LINE: It’s too easy to pick, “I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.” The one we find ourselves repeating, often for no apparent reason, was improvised by actor Richard Castellano as Clemenza: “Leave the gun, take the cannoli.”


[image: Image] “I KNOW THAT GAL”: The baby “boy” being christened is actually Francis Ford Coppola’s infant daughter, Sofia. She appeared in all three Godfather films—as a child on the ship crossing the Atlantic in Part II and in the larger role of Michael and Kay’s grown daughter, Mary, in Part III. Her subsequent acting career was not as impressive as her work as a director in such films as The Virgin Suicides and Lost in Translation.


The Godfather is quite the Coppola family affair. In addition to daughter Sofia and sister Talia Shire, Francis’ father, Carmine, wrote some of the music and appears as the piano player in the “go to the mattresses” scene. His cousin sings the aria at the wedding, and his mother appears as an extra during the christening.


[image: Image] IF YOU LIKED THIS, YOU’LL LIKE: The Godfather Trilogy: 1901-1980, Coppola’s 1993 reediting of all three Godfather movies in chronological order. It runs 583 minutes and includes scenes edited out of the original movies. Our favorite added moment has Vito Corleone and his sons visiting the deathbed of wartime consigliere Genco Abbandando.


[image: Image] BODY COUNT: Seventeen—fourteen by gunfire, two by garroting and poor Apollonia, who gets blown up in the car.




[image: Image]




 2  THE GODFATHER: PART II (1974-R)


STARS: ROBERT DE NIRO, AL PACINO, ROBERT DUVALL, DIANE KEATON, JOHN CAZALE, TALIA SHIRE | DIRECTOR: FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA





It’s hard to imagine, but not everyone liked this movie when it was first released in 1974. In fact, two major critics, Roger Ebert and Vincent Canby, offered less than glowing reviews.


The film’s 11 Academy Award nominations (and six Oscars) demonstrated that both the viewing public and the Hollywood cinephile thought differently.


So do we.


This is rightly considered one of the all-time best gangster films. And it is, without question, the best movie sequel ever made. Categorizing it as a sequel may not be exactly correct, however, since about a quarter of the movie is devoted to the early life of Don Vito Corleone, which would make it, technically speaking, a semi-prequel.


We’re not here to quibble over semantics.


What The Godfather: Part II did was address the two major questions viewers were left asking after the stunning success of The Godfather:


Where did Don Corleone come from, both literally and philosophically?


And where was Michael Corleone going?


The answers come in dramatic fashion.


Al Pacino reprises his role as Michael and offers us an Ivy League Machiavelli. He has his father’s cunning and guile, but somewhere along the way lost his compassion. How else do you explain his decision to have his own brother, Fredo (John Cazale), killed long after any damage Fredo has done to the family has been repaired?


Both his sister Connie (Talia Shire) and his consigliere and adopted brother Tom Hagen (Robert Duvall) try to negotiate a pass for the hapless and tragic Fredo (played again to perfection by Cazale).


Michael won’t budge.


It was one thing not to give Tessio a pass. Michael’s actions there, while cold and ruthless, were understandable. But there is nothing to gain by killing Fredo, no lesson to impart, no point to be made.


Still, Michael wants Fredo dead—although he kindly orders that the hit not be carried out until their mother has died. Talk about a family man!


When Tom, in frustration, tells him he’s won and asks why he wants to wipe everyone out, Michael replies with ice, “I don’t feel I have to wipe everybody out, Tom, just my enemies.”


But by this point, enemies are all that Michael has.


He has isolated himself from nearly everyone he ever loved or who ever loved him. He has taken his children away from his estranged wife Kay (Diane Keaton), he has banished Fredo from the family and he has denigrated and belittled Tom Hagen.


Only his bodyguards and enforcers remain by his side, and they’re obviously paid to do so.


Michael is clearly a victim of what Kay calls “the Sicilian thing that’s been going on for 2,000 years.” It destroyed their marriage and it destroyed his humanity.


Michael Corleone in The Godfather: Part II is a 20th-century prince corrupted by the machinations described in Niccolo Machiavelli’s 16th-century political treatise. Does the end justify the means? If power corrupts, does absolute power corrupt absolutely?


Coppola and his script coauthor Mario Puzo explore those questions in both Godfather I and II, but it is the portion of Michael’s story recounted here that drives home their answers. His father wanted things to be different for Michael. We know that from the first movie.


But the quiet and self-assured young Michael Corleone who says, “We’ll get there, Pop” has disappeared by the time middle-aged Michael is sitting alone at his Lake Tahoe estate as The Godfather: Part II ends.


A flashback scene of the four brothers (including James Caan as Sonny) offers a glimpse of the way things used to be and shows us a young Michael full of hope and promise. But those days are gone, lost in the grab for power that included taking over another casino in Las Vegas, dealing with and battling against the sinister Hyman Roth (Lee Strasberg) in Cuba and matching wits and influence with a Senate subcommittee investigating the American Mafia.


Hope and promise, along with revenge (another Sicilian thing), are also what we get from the fascinating story of the early days of Vito Corleone, the young boy who came to America in 1901, fleeing the Mafia don in the town of Corleone who murdered his father, mother and brother. The boy loses his surname as he is processed through Ellis Island. It is a small, but touching moment in the film and one that surely resonated with many viewers. Like scores of other immigrants whose names were changed or bastardized, Vito Andolini became Vito Corleone when a clerk mistook his hometown for his surname.


Robert De Niro is masterful as he takes up the role of Vito Corleone as a young man with the wit and instinct of a Mafioso in the most favorable sense of that word. Despite being poor and struggling to make ends meet for his family in New York’s Little Italy, he is a man of honor. He embodies omerta, the term that is most frequently associated with the Mafia’s code of silence, but that in actuality means “to be a man.” A man, in that world view, takes care of his own problems. He doesn’t look to the authorities for assistance; doesn’t complain.


The nobility that Puzo has transcribed in both his book and his screenplays—nobility that some sociologists and law enforcement officials contend never really existed—is captured in the Vito Corleone character that both De Niro and Marlon Brando portrayed.


One of the few lines that De Niro utters in English in The Godfather: Part II echoes a classic line from the original movie. When an incredulous young Clemenza (Bruno Kirby) asks how he intends to convince Don Fanucci to take less money than he has asked for, young Vito shakes his head knowingly and says, “I make him an offer he don’ refuse. Don’ worry.”


Don Corleone has become an iconic figure in both the American underworld and in pop culture. “An offer he can’t refuse” is now part of our lexicon.


In The Godfather: Part II, Young Vito’s murder of Don Fanucci is one that we can appreciate, if not condone. While he and his associates will clearly benefit, he is ridding the neighborhood of the parasitic agent of the Black Hand. It is a victory over evil.


And later, his brutal slaying of Don Ciccio in Sicily to avenge the murders of his family members is one we can understand, if not celebrate.


Contrast those killings with Michael’s decision, for example, to have a hooker brutally murdered in order to frame a senator and force him to do the family’s bidding.


One generation removed from the hills of Sicily and from the teeming streets of Little Italy, Michael has lost his way.


He has, both Puzo and Coppola seem to be saying, become an American.


[image: Image] HIT: De Niro’s performance as the young Vito Corleone on the streets of Little Italy is one of the high points of the movie. Nearly every scene foreshadows the development of the character we already know from Brando’s performance in the original. We see the cunning and the ruthlessness in the plotting and the assassination of Don Fanucci. But there is humanity and genuine compassion as well. Young Vito’s dealings with the landlord, for example, are both humorous and indicative of the way the don would operate throughout his life. The same can be said for the way he developed a friendship and business relationship with Clemenza (Bruno Kirby).


[image: Image] MISS: What’s not to like? But if you want to pick nits, there’s one issue that doesn’t ring true. It hardly seems likely that Tom Hagen would be permitted to visit Frankie Pentangeli (Michael Gazzo) in jail, let alone get permission to smoke a cigar with him on an Army base where the wiseguy-turned-government informant was being housed. And while we’re on the subject, after Pentangeli reneges on his deal with the government and recants his testimony before the Senate subcommittee, why is he still being given special treatment by the Feds? In real life, he would have been moved to a high security wing of a federal prison for his own protection, but the cushy quarters at the Army base would have disappeared shortly after he failed to deliver what he had promised the subcommittee.


[image: Image] WHAT THEY WROTE AT THE TIME: (File these under critics don’t always know best): “It’s a second movie made largely out of the bits and pieces of Mr. Puzo’s novel that didn’t fit into the first. It’s a Frankenstein’s monster stitched together from leftover parts. It talks. It moves in fits and starts but it has no mind of its own. Occasionally it repeats a point made in The Godfather (organized crime is just another kind of American business, say) but its insights are fairly lame at this point.”—Vincent Canby, New York Times


And:


“What we’re left with, then, are a lot of good scenes and good performances set in the midst of a mass of undisciplined material and handicapped by plot construction that prevents the story from ever really building.”—Roger Ebert, Chicago Sun-Times


[image: Image] REALITY CHECK: While the flashback scenes of Don Corleone’s early life are based almost entirely on Puzo’s original novel, the continuation of the Michael Corleone story is built around actual events. His appearance before a Senate subcommittee, for example, is reminiscent of the famous Kefauver Committee hearings that brought organized crime into America’s living rooms via television news reports in the 1950s. One of the biggest gangsters called before the committee was Frank Costello, a New York City don not unlike Michael Corleone. The fall of Cuba’s dictator Fulgencio Batista and the financial hit the mob took when it lost its casinos there is also based on actual events. And the character Hyman Roth is clearly built around legendary mob financial wizard Meyer Lansky. The “We’re bigger than U.S. Steel” line uttered by Roth has often been attributed in real life to Lansky, who is credited with turning the American Mafia into an economic force in the 1950s and 1960s.


[image: Image] DON’T FAIL TO NOTICE: De Niro got an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor, which is noteworthy on several levels. Coupled with Brando’s Best Actor Academy Award in The Godfather, it was the first time two actors won Oscars for portraying the same character.


Even more interesting—and often overlooked—is the fact that De Niro hardly spoke any English in the film. Almost every one of his lines is uttered in the Sicilian dialect, which he studied while living in Sicily in preparation for the role. And the lines he does deliver in English come with an Italian accent.


[image: Image] REPEATED WATCHING QUOTIENT: Almost any scene, and especially those from the early days, is a set piece worth watching again and again. This is a movie that any fan of cinema can revisit repeatedly and come away impressed.


[image: Image] “I KNOW THAT GUY”: He’s a lot younger and appears taller, but the voice is unmistakable. Johnny Ola, Hyman Roth’s go-fer and the guy who turns Fredo against Michael, is played by Dominic Chianese who has done a lot of character acting but who is best known to younger viewers as Uncle Junior from the HBO series The Sopranos.


[image: Image] BET YOU DIDN’T KNOW: The Godfather: Part II was the first sequel in Academy Awards history to win a Best Picture Oscar. The film also garnered awards for Best Director, Best Supporting Actor (De Niro), Best Adapted Screenplay (coauthored by Puzo and Coppola), Best Art Direction/Set Decoration and Best Original Dramatic Score (Nino Rota and Carmine Coppola). Other nominations included Best Actor (Pacino), two for Best Supporting Actor, (Michael Gazzo and Lee Strasberg), and one for Best Supporting Actress (Shire).


[image: Image] BEST LINE: “My father always told me, ‘Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer,’” Michael tells Tom, while explaining why he is dealing with Hyman Roth even though he knows Roth tried to have him killed. The American Film Institute rated the line number 58 on its list of the 100 most quoted movie lines.


[image: Image] VIOLENCE LEVEL: Controlled but constant. This was an underworld where murder was a negotiating tool employed both to settle disputes and send messages.


[image: Image] BODY COUNT: Sixteen.




[image: Image]




 3  GOODFELLAS (1990-R)


STARS: RAY LIOTTA, ROBERT DE NIRO, JOE PESCI, LORRAINE BRACCO
DIRECTOR: MARTIN SCORSESE





Eighteen years after The Godfather portrayed a Mafia ethos based on family ties and a code of honor, GoodFellas came along to show the flip side.


There is no romance here. No looking out for one’s people. No myth of a moral code. Instead, GoodFellas is about psychopaths who steal, kill and ultimately betray each other. It’s two-and-a-half hours of blood, depravity and—that most American of vices—greed. Director Martin Scorsese summed up his subjects’ wiseguy lifestyle in three words: “Want. Take. Simple.”


Oh, and by the way, it’s a brilliant movie packed with dozens of colorful characters. The soundtrack of songs from the 1950s through the ‘80s compliments the action (and was, reportedly, among the most costly in movie history). GoodFellas is edited so tightly and flies by so fast that you may want to watch it again. Immediately.


Scorsese, in an interview with film critic Gavin Smith, applauded The Godfather as “epic poetry,” while contrasting his film as “like some guy on the street corner talking.” GoodFellas, he said, serves as an antidote to The Godfather, “in terms of [the characters’] attitude. They don’t give a damn, especially when they’re having a good time and making a lot of money. They don’t care about their wives, their kids, anything.”


The movie is based on the Nicholas Pileggi book Wiseguy (the title was changed for the movie to keep if from being confused with the 1987-90 television series Wiseguy). Pileggi, a renowned crime reporter, portrays the life of Henry Hill, a half-Irish, half-Italian drug dealer, arsonist, truck hijacker and extortionist. Hill, because of his non-Italian blood, could never become a “made man” in the Mafia. Or, as Pileggi told the New York Times, “He was an outsider, an observer. Henry was a thug, but he was a visiting thug.”


The movie script, cowritten by Pileggi and Scorsese, doesn’t stray far from the book’s depiction of actual events. If anything, it’s grubbier than real life.


GoodFellas opens with a jarringly violent stabbing-shooting of a guy in a car trunk. The scene ends with the camera frozen on the face of Henry, played by Ray Liotta. “As far back as I can remember,” he calmly narrates, “I always wanted to be a gangster.”


We then go back to Brooklyn in the 1950s, where Henry, age 12, gets his start as a go-fer for neighborhood capo and father figure Paulie Cicero (Paul Sorvino). He talks like a kid in love. “To me, it meant being somebody in a neighborhood that was full of nobodies.” The wiseguys, he explains, “weren’t like anybody else. I mean, they did whatever they wanted.”


For his internship, the youngster firebombs cars and helps fence smuggled cigarettes (for which he takes his first rap). As he matures, he graduates into more serious crimes, like, say, murder one. At no point does Henry show remorse. This is entirely about business.


His mentor is Jimmy “the Gent” Conway (Robert De Niro), an amoral thief who, like Henry, cannot become a made man because of his Irish blood. His pal is Tommy DeVito (Joe Pesci), a punk prone to killing people who don’t treat him with enough respect. Tommy’s violent side shocks even his fellow mobsters. In one scene, Tommy degrades a young waiter named Spider (Michael Imperioli), forcing him to dance like “The Oklahoma Kid” and shooting him in the foot. Later, when Spider gives him lip, Tommy fires five shots into the poor kid’s chest.


Henry also meets Karen (Lorraine Bracco), a nice Jewish girl from the suburbs he impresses by taking to the Copacabana. In perhaps the greatest Steadicam shot ever, the couple wind their way from the Copa’s back door, through its kitchen, into the nightclub (all to the Crystals’ “Then He Kissed Me”), to a front-row table, where they receive complimentary champagne and hear Henny Youngman crack, “Take my wife. Please.” Good times.


This three-minute continuous shot—inspired by Scorsese friend/rival Brian De Palma and his wonderful tracking shot of Sean Connery’s character getting murdered in The Untouchables—involved more than 400 precisely timed moments and is as graceful as a ballet. Henry greets everyone he passes—the maître d’, gamblers, other goodfellas—and presses $20 bills into each waiter’s hand. The scene establishes him as a big deal—at least in the eyes of the woman who soon becomes his wife.


Henry and the gang mature into some damned talented criminals. They reach their apex with the $5 million theft of cash and jewels stored in a vault at JFK Airport. The plot is based on the real December 1978 Lufthansa Airlines heist, the largest robbery ever committed on American soil at the time.


Of course, these being crooks, they eventually turn on each other. Rather than pay off the guys who actually stole the loot, Jimmy Conway whacks them (to the piano coda of “Layla”). “When they found Carbone in the meat truck,” Henry notes, “he was frozen so stiff it took them two days to thaw him out for the autopsy.”


Henry, by then a coke addict, becomes paranoid that he will be Jimmy’s next victim. So when he gets busted by the Feds, he immediately becomes a snitch, testifies against his lifelong friends and gets a new life under the federal government’s witness protection program. There is no soul searching because, as Pileggi wrote, “He has no soul. He has all the moral fortitude of a cheap-jack stockbroker trying to hustle.”


Henry’s only regret in the end is that the high life is over for him. GoodFellas closes with a shot of him walking out of a small suburban tract house in his bathrobe and leaning down to pick up a newspaper. In the purgatory where the government has relocated him, spaghetti and marinara sauce are replaced by egg noodles and ketchup. “I’m an average nobody,” he complains. “I get to live the rest of my life like a schnook.”


“He’s angry about it,” Scorsese said in an article in GQ. “And to a certain extent, I think that was a provocation of the audience, too—that these people lived this way, did these things, and he’s complaining that he can’t do it any more.”


In its first public showing, GoodFellas bombed. A test audience in conservative Orange County, California gave it the worst preview grades in Warner Brothers’ history.


“People got so angry they stormed out of the theater,” Scorsese said. “They thought it was an outrage that I made these people so attractive.”


The studio considered holding back the film or recutting its violent scenes. Eventually, Warner Brothers released it without changes in September 1990, but sent it to fewer and smaller theaters than originally planned. Word of mouth and strong reviews helped it develop legs. By Christmas, it proved to be one of the year’s biggest hits.


Pesci won an Oscar for Best Actor in a Supporting Role and GoodFellas was nominated for five other Academy Awards, including Best Picture. That award was won by Kevin Costner’s Dances with Wolves.


All these years later, you tell us—GoodFellas or Dances with Wolves?


[image: Image] HIT: So many great moments, we feel compelled to mention one more. The portrayal of Henry’s final day as a wiseguy—the end of his downhill slide—is brilliant.


Strung out on cocaine, Henry’s got a full agenda: collect his wheelchair-bound brother from the hospital, unload some hot guns, make the Sunday gravy, pick up a drug shipment and prepare it for distribution—all while dodging those helicopters that seem to be tailing him. In Henry’s frenzied state, each chore takes on equal importance. It hits the crash point when his drug mule, Lois, insists she must return to Rockaway to pick up her lucky hat before flying.


The scene is edited with fast, frenetic cuts. It’s backed by hard-beating samples from a dozen artists—the Rolling Stones, the Who, Muddy Waters, and others. You feel as jumpy and paranoid watching it as Henry appears on screen.


“I’ve had a couple people come up to me who were users,” Liotta told GQ. “And they said they would cue up that scene just to remember what that stuff could do to you.”


[image: Image] MISS: We can’t find anything to knock, so we’ll leave that to misguided Variety critic Joseph McBride: “Dramatically unsatisfying. . . . Undercut by the off-putting, opaque characterization of Ray Liotta [who] develops a flashy, pretty-boy persona. . . . Scorsese misguidedly abandons his focus on the mob community to tell the unrewarding story of a lone wolf. . . . The film rambles seriously, wearing out its interest at least half an hour before it’s over.”


What was he watching?


[image: Image] CASTING CALL: Al Pacino, John Malkovich and William Petersen all turned down the role of Jimmy Conway. Tom Cruise and Sean Penn were considered for Henry Hill. And Madonna was producer Irwin Winkler’s first choice to play Karen Hill.


Think about that: Tom Cruise and Madonna. Slightly different movie, eh?


[image: Image] REPEATED WATCHING QUOTIENT: What number is higher than infinity?


[image: Image] PIVOTAL SCENE: Henry deals drugs while imprisoned to keep his family from going broke on the outside. Upon his release, he’s feted at a party at Paulie Cicero’s house. After dinner, Paulie leads Henry into the backyard for a private chat.


“I know you did what you had to do in there. But I don’t want any more of that shit,” Paulie warns, his arm pulling Henry in tight. Paulie recalls another mob boss who received a 20-year sentence because one of his crew was selling behind his back. “Don’t make a jerk out of me,” he cautions. “Just don’t do it.”


Henry looks his mentor in the eye. He emphatically vows to stay away from dealing.


Cut to the apartment of Henry’s gumad, Sandy (Debi Mazar). As the soundtrack blares “Gimme Shelter,” a bleary-eyed Henry dices a mound of cocaine with a playing card.


“I could see that this was a really good business,” he says in narration, noting that he cleared $12,000 in one week. His betrayal of Paulie would prove to be their undoing.


[image: Image] WHAT THEY WROTE AT THE TIME: “Watching GoodFellas is like going to the Bronx Zoo. You stare at the beasts of prey and find a brute charisma in their demeanor. You wonder how you would act if you lived in their world, where aggression is rewarded and decency is crushed. Finally you walk away, tantalized by a view into the darkest part of yourself, glad that that part is still behind bars.”—Richard Corliss, Time


[image: Image] DON’T FAIL TO NOTICE: At times, GoodFellas seems like an audition for The Sopranos. Nearly two-dozen actors appear in both this movie and that landmark HBO series. Most notable are Bracco (Dr. Jennifer Melfi), Imperioli (Christopher Moltisanti), Vincent Pastore (“Big Pussy” Bonpensiero), Frank Vincent (Phil Leotardo) and Tony Sirico (Paulie “Walnuts” Gualtieri). Actress Suzanne Shepherd plays the mother of both Karen Hill and Carmela Soprano.


One more almost made it. The Sopranos creator David Chase has said that he talked with Liotta about the role of Ralphie Cifaretto, which was ultimately played by Joe Pantoliano, and ranks as one of the show’s all-time creepiest characters. (See Six Degrees of Sopranos Separation on page 30.)


[image: Image] “I KNOW THAT GUY”: That’s Samuel L. Jackson in the minor role of getaway driver Stacks Edwards. Jackson was 41 years old when GoodFellas came out. The late bloomer did not become a Hollywood star until age 45, with the release of Pulp Fiction.


[image: Image] GOOF: Henry Hill somehow goes from being right-handed to left-handed as he grows from a teenager to an adult. Of course, this is because the actor who played young Henry, Christopher Serrone, is a righty, while Liotta is a lefty.


[image: Image] BET YOU DIDN’T KNOW: Many of the small parts in GoodFellas are played by real mob figures. Scorsese felt they imparted genuineness to the film. “Mob guys love it, because it’s the real thing and they knew the people in it,” said Pileggi, “They say, ‘It’s like a home movie.’”


Watch, particularly, for the character of Fat Andy, who is played by Louis Eppolito, a former New York City cop who also worked for the Lucchese crime family. Years later, Eppolito was convicted of murder and racketeering, and received a life sentence.


[image: Image] BEST LINE: Could it be anything other than:


Tommy: “Let me understand this ’cause, you know, maybe it’s me. I’m a little fucked up maybe. But I’m funny how? I mean, funny like I’m a clown? I amuse you? I make you laugh? I’m here to fucking amuse you? What do you mean funny? Funny how? How am I funny?”


The discomforting scene between Tommy and Henry was borne out of an incident Pesci had as a young restaurant worker when he complimented a mobster on his sense of humor. Scorsese allowed Pesci and Liotta to improvise their dialogue. The other actors in the shot were not told what would occur because Scorsese wanted their unrehearsed reactions.


[image: Image] VIOLENCE LEVEL: There’s high, there’s higher, and then there’s Pesci in his prime. Just ask poor Billy Batts.


Batts (Frank Vincent) is a made man celebrating his release from prison in a bar owned by Henry. When Tommy also comes by, Batts takes a few verbal swipes, telling the one-time shoeshine boy to “go home and get your fucking shine box.” It’s major league ball busting but Tommy, as a relative youngster, is supposed to take it from an older guy who’s his superior in the business.


He doesn’t. Instead he leaves the bar, comes back when the rest of Batts’ party has gone, and—joined by Jimmy Conway—stomps Batts into near death (the final blows come later). As they wrap Batts’ mutilated body in tablecloths, Tommy shows his only remorse, telling Henry, “I didn’t mean to get blood on your floor.”


[image: Image] IF YOU LIKED THIS, YOU’LL LIKE: Shooting Henry Hill, a 2007 documentary by Luke Heppner, who tracks the real Henry Hill. You learn that Hill was eventually tossed from the witness protection program for ongoing criminal activity. He battles alcoholism and works as a cook in an Italian restaurant.


[image: Image] BODY COUNT: Ten, but it feels like a whole lot more.





SIX DEGREES OF SOPRANOS SEPARATION



Watching the movies in this book can often seem like going to a Sopranos family reunion. In dozens of these films, you’ll spot Sopranos cast members—sometimes in leading roles, sometimes as the guy in the back of the room pushing the rack of hot minks.


“If it hadn’t been for GoodFellas or Carlito’s Way or A Brooklyn State of Mind, I don’t think there would have been a Big Pussy, at least for me,” said actor Vincent Pastore, who is, in fact, the guy schlepping the furs in GoodFellas. His film Brooklyn doesn’t make our Top 100, but you get his point.


It’s fun to go back and watch Dominic Chianese playing Hyman Roth’s henchman, Johnny Ola, in The Godfather: Part II long before he became Uncle Junior. Or see a younger James Gandolfini preparing for his role as Tony Soprano by portraying a bodyguard in Get Shorty.


By our count, 32 regulars and semi-regulars from The Sopranos appear in 27 of our Top 100 films. For the sake of this list, we set a minimum standard of five appearances on that landmark HBO series combined with at least one appearance in one of our Top 100 gangster films. That takes out a guy like Burt Young, who had one great Sopranos guest spot as Bobby “Bacala” Baccalieri Sr. and, of course, played bad guy Bed Bug Eddie in The Pope of Greenwich Village.


But plenty of other Sopranos cast members fulfilled the minimum criteria to make this list, which is ordered based on the number of our Top 100 films the actor appeared in. The name of the actor is listed first, with the name of his or her Sopranos character in parentheses, followed by the number and names of the Top 100 gangster movies he or she appeared in.


1. Paul Herman (Beansie Gaeta).


Seven—Bullets Over Broadway, Heat, Casino, GoodFellas, At Close Range, The Pope of Greenwich Village, Once Upon a Time in America.


2. Steve Buscemi (Tony Blundetto).


Four—Pulp Fiction, Reservoir Dogs, Miller’s Crossing, King of New York.


3. Frank Vincent (Phil Leotardo).


Four—Casino, Federal Hill, GoodFellas, The Pope of Greenwich Village.


4. Vincent Pastore (“Big Pussy” Bonpensiero).


Three—Made, Carlito’s Way, GoodFellas.


5. Tony Lip (Carmine Lupertazzi).


Three—Donnie Brasco, GoodFellas, The Pope of Greenwich Village.


6. Tony Darrow (Larry Boy Barese).


Three—Bullets Over Broadway, GoodFellas, Kill the Irishman.


7. James Gandolfini (Tony Soprano).


Two—True Romance, Get Shorty.


8. Joe Pantoliano (Ralph Cifaretto).


Two—Bound, Midnight Run.


9. Tony Sirico (Paulie “Walnuts”).


Two—Bullets Over Broadway, GoodFellas.


10. John Cenatiempo (Anthony Maffei).


Two—True Romance, The Departed.


11. Edie Falco (Carmela Soprano).


One—Bullets Over Broadway.


12. Lorraine Bracco (Dr. Jennifer Melfi).


One—GoodFellas.


13. Michael Imperioli (Christopher Moltisanti).


One—GoodFellas.


14. Dominic Chianese (Uncle Junior Soprano).


One—The Godfather: Part II.


15. Drea de Matteo (Adriana La Cerva).


One—Made.


16. Steve Schirripa (Bobby “Bacala” Jr.).


One—Kill the Irishman.


17. Johnny Ventimiglia (Artie Bucco).


One—Bullets Over Broadway.


18. Federico Castelluccio (Furio).


One—Made.


19. Sharon Angela (Rosalie Aprile).


One—Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai.


20. Max Casella (Benny Fazio).


One—Analyze This.


21. Robert Funaro (Eugene Pontecorvo).


One—American Gangster.


22. Kathrine Narducci (Charmaine Bucco).


One—A Bronx Tale.


23. Suzanne Shepherd (Carmela’s mother, Mary DeAngelis).


One—GoodFellas.


24. David Proval (Richie Aprile).


One—Mean Streets.


25. John “Cha Cha” Ciarcia (Albie Cianflone).


One—GoodFellas.


26. Richard Portnow (Attorney Hal Melvoin).


One—Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai.


27. Frank Pellegrino (FBI Bureau Chief Frank Cubitoso).


One—GoodFellas.


28. Marianne Leone (Joanne Moltisanti).


One—GoodFellas.


29. Louis Lombardi (Skip Lipari).


One—The Usual Suspects.


30. Elizabeth Bracco (Marie Spatafore).


One—Analyze This.


31. Lillo Brancato (Matt Bevilaqua).


One—A Bronx Tale.


32. Joseph Siravo (Johnny Boy Soprano).


One—Carlito’s Way.




[image: Image]




 4  ON THE WATERFRONT (1954-NR)


STARS: MARLON BRANDO, EVA MARIE SAINT, KARL MALDEN, ROD STEIGER, LEE J. COBB | DIRECTOR: ELIA KAZAN





More than a half-century has passed since the release of On the Waterfront, a landmark film that captured eight Oscars for its gritty look at corruption on the docks of Hoboken, N.J. But the movie is still recalled today for so much brilliance—Marlon Brando’s amazing performance as an inarticulate pug battling his union leader and his own conscience; an unparalleled supporting cast; an uncompromising screenplay; the outstanding—albeit politically motivated—direction of Elia Kazan.


Each of those facets is worth remembering. But there’s something more here than just nostalgia. All these years later, On the Waterfront continues to work as a magnificent bit of drama—and as a gangster movie. The story of a little man caught between principles and loyalties always resonates. And, last we checked, the problem of mob influence on America’s labor unions hasn’t gone away.


Watch it today—for the first time or for the 50th—and On the Waterfront still moves you. Some of the classics in this book—say, the original Scarface or Bonnie and Clyde—might seem dated, or at least products of their eras. But this script, this direction, even the musical score, could hit the box office today and still be fresher than anything out there. We just don’t know who could match the work of the original cast.


For a moment, however, let’s go back to 1954 to consider the film in the context of the times. Remember, On the Waterfront reached theaters around the tail end of the McCarthy era when the country—particularly Hollywood—was torn over the issue of people naming names to government committees. If the script is one about conscience, so is the story behind the script.


Kazan and screenwriter Budd Schulberg became Hollywood pariahs a few years earlier for fingering former associates (some of whom ended up blacklisted) to the House Un-American Activities Committee. When On the Waterfront came out, many filmgoers watched the story of a man betraying old friends and colleagues and deemed it an attempt by its two creators to justify their actions.


Kazan didn’t disagree. “Every day I worked on that film, I was telling the world where I stood,” he wrote in A Life, his 1988 autobiography. “And I was telling my critics to go and fuck themselves.”


Regardless of where anyone stands on that issue, it should not detract from the film’s brilliance—and its importance as a muckraking work of art. The screenplay is based on New York Sun reporter Malcolm Johnson’s 1949 Pulitzer Prizewinning exposé of that city’s waterfront and the influence of mob boss Albert Anastasia. Schulberg’s adapted script is essentially true to real life.


The story opens with former boxer and current flunky Terry Malloy (Brando) unwittingly serving as bait in a murder trap set for a fellow longshoreman. The young man, named Joey Doyle, is pushed off a rooftop for speaking to a Waterfront Crime Commission panel investigating the methods of crooked union boss Johnny Friendly (Lee J. Cobb).


Friendly’s got a hell of a gig. In addition to collecting dues from his own members, he forces them to kick back a further bit of their salaries for every day’s work. Plus, he takes another illegal cut from any shipper running goods through “my dockyards.” If a worker protests, he is mangled by Johnny Friendly’s goons.


“You get up in a [union] meeting,” one downtrodden longshoreman explains. “You make a motion, the lights go out, and then you go out. That’s how it’s been since Johnny and his pals took over the local.”


In a great bit of casting, three of those “pals” are played by real ex-boxers who fought Joe Louis for the heavyweight title—Tony Galento, Tami Mauriello and the gargantuan Abe Simon.


Anyway, Terry’s inadvertent role in the murder has him chased by the Furies of remorse—personified by crusading waterfront priest Father Barry (Karl Malden) and Edie Doyle (Eva Marie Saint, in her movie debut), the sister of the man Terry set up. Of course, he falls for the girl, making things all the more complicated.


Eventually, Terry is subpoenaed to speak to that Crime Commission. Initially he blows off the investigators (look for a young Martin Balsam, also in his first movie), saying, “I’ve been on the docks and there’s one thing I’ve learned: You don’t answer no questions, you don’t ask no questions.”


The priest and the girlfriend keep talking into both of his ears, explaining things like compassion and a moral sense of right and wrong. “Conscience!” Terry screams out. “That stuff can drive you nuts.”


Those angels on one shoulder are counterbalanced by Terry’s loyalty to his own big brother, who works as a legal lieutenant to the corrupt union boss. “Charley the Gent” (Rod Steiger) apparently got all the family brains and fashion sense. He is accurately described by one lowly worker as “a butcher in a camelhair coat.”


“They’re asking me to put the finger on my own brother,” Terry protests to Father Barry. “And Johnny Friendly used to take me to ball games when I was a kid.”


“You’ve got a brother, eh?” the priest retorts. Pointing to the crowd of longshoremen, he adds, “Well you’ve got some other brothers. And they’re getting the short end while Johnny’s getting mustard on his face at the Polo Grounds.”


Ultimately, Terry is pushed into a position that demands he betray someone. We already told you how Kazan’s own McCarthy Era testimony impacted the story, so there’s no great surprise where he’s going. We can tell you that the real-life situation upon which the script was based did not have as triumphant an ending. In the movies, the good guys win. In life, well . . . not always.


In this story, the reluctant crusader topples corruption. There’s a wonderful scene—far from the grimy docks—showing the bigger bigwig, the unnamed mob higher-up behind the seat of power (and listed in the credits as “Mr. Upstairs”) viewing Terry’s televised testimony to the Crime Commission. He is seen only from behind, sitting in a cushy chair, cigar in hand, as he angrily orders a butler to turn off the TV in his mansion.


“Anything else, sir?” the butler asks.


“Yes, Sidney. If Mr. John Friendly calls, I’m out.”


“Anytime today, sir?”


“If he calls ever, I’m out.”


That cuts to the final scene, in which Terry—ostracized after his testimony—heads back to the docks to demand his rights. He is brutally beaten by Friendly’s henchmen, but the workers who witness it rally behind him. He becomes a working-class hero, Friendly gets tossed off the pier and we fade to black as Terry leads them all back to work and, presumably, a corruption-free union.


Brando was 29 when On the Waterfront was shot, and his character ranges from cocky to tortured to brutishly sexual. “Brando completely inhabits the role of a man trapped by his own life,” wrote Los Angeles Times film critic Kenneth Turan. “The play of emotions on his face are as memorable as the iconic red and black plaid wool jacket he wears.” Similarly, Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times wrote, “During the course of his career (especially the early portion of it), Brando gave some amazing performances, but nothing he did before or after rivals his depiction of Terry Malloy.”


Brando won the Academy Award for Best Actor in a Leading Role, giving a mumbling 16-second speech when Bette Davis handed him the Oscar. (On a side note, call up that moment on YouTube, and you’ll be treated to seeing Davis in an outfit that would make Lady Gaga envious.)


Overall, On the Waterfront was one of Hollywood’s most-honored movies ever, garnering awards for Best Picture, Best Director (Kazan), Best Actress in a Supporting Role (Eva Marie Saint), as well as art direction, cinematography, editing and screenplay.


Steiger, Cobb and Malden were all nominated for the Best Supporting Actor. They split the vote, allowing the Oscar to go to Edmond O’Brien for The Barefoot Contessa. Given a ballot, we’d have gone with Malden.


[image: Image] HIT: Boris Kaufman’s Oscar-winning black-and-white camera work is perfect for the story. Filmed on location in hardscrabble Hoboken, it colors the tenements, the piers and the puny little parks in bleak shades of gray. And watch how Kaufman films the faces of the workers—most of them actual longshoreman hired as extras. There’s a genuineness that cannot be faked.


[image: Image] MISS: Not much to dislike here. If forced to criticize, we’d suggest that the ending gets a little too pat, as the “D and D” (deaf and dumb) longshoremen suddenly rally behind Terry and literally throw Johnny Friendly out of power. But, hey, that’s a minor quibble and we’re already 107 minutes in.


[image: Image] WHAT THEY WROTE AT THE TIME: “Kazan succeeds in producing a shrewd piece of screen journalism, a melodrama in the grand manner of Public Enemy and Little Caesar. But he fails to do anything more serious—largely because he tries too hard. In searching for the general meaning in little lives, Kazan watches his characters through the magnifying glass of the old sentimental prejudice that ordinary people are wonderful no matter what they do.”—Brad Darrach, Time


[image: Image] REPEATED WATCHING QUOTIENT: Tremendously high. This richly textured masterpiece reveals fresh nuances upon every viewing.


[image: Image] PIVOTAL SCENE: One of the cinema’s classic moments occurs when Johnny Friendly dispatches Charley to ascertain whether his younger brother is going to turn against the gang and testify after being subpoenaed.


The two men meet in a cab, shrouded by venetian blinds. Charley tries to cajole Terry, to bribe him with a cushy union job, to bully him into keeping his mouth closed. But Terry isn’t sure what he’s going to do. Finally, frustrated, Charley impulsively pulls a gun on his kid brother. “Do you think,” Charley shouts, “that Johnny’s going to jeopardize his whole thing for one rubber-lipped ex-tanker who’s walking on his heels?” And then, pleading, “Take this job, Terry.”


Rather than being scared or angered by the gun, Terry pities his older brother. He pushes the gun away with, as Kazan put it, “the gentleness of a caress.” Charley, embarrassed, tries to pull the conversation back to Terry’s derailed boxing career, blaming his failures on “the skunk we got you for a manager (who) brought you along too fast.”


But Terry reproaches his older, smarter brother for selling him out.


“It wasn’t him, Charley, it was you,” Terry retorts. “Remember that night in the Garden? You came down to my dressing room and you said, ‘Kid, this ain’t your night. We’re going for the price on Wilson.’ You remember that? ‘This ain’t your night.’ My night? I coulda taken Wilson apart. So what happens? He gets the title shot outdoors in the ballpark and what do I get? A one-way ticket to Palookaville. You was my brother, Charley, you shoulda looked out for me a little bit. You shoulda taken care of me just a little bit so I wouldn’t have to take them dives for the short-end money.”


In that five-minute scene of lost love between the brothers, Brando’s character—until then an inarticulate oaf—realizes his capacity for decency. Now, there is no doubt what he is going to do.


[image: Image] BEST LINE: That cab scene ends with Charley suggesting that even though he forced his brother to take a dive in the ring, Terry got his payoff. “We had bets down for you,” Charley says. “You saw some money.”


“You don’t understand,” says Terry. “I coulda had class. I coulda been a contender. I coulda been somebody, instead of a bum, which is what I am, let’s face it. It was you, Charley.”


Those final lines were selected by the American Film Institute in 2005 as the third-best movie quote ever, behind only, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn,” (from Gone with the Wind) and, “I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse” (from The Godfather).


[image: Image] BET YOU DIDN’T KNOW: Sometimes great art comes about by accident. Much has been made of the intimate mood created by those blinds in the taxi’s rear window. Brilliant. Except that it was never planned. The camera department neglected to bring rear-projection equipment to the set that day (which would have allowed for a typical street-scene background), so the blinds were quickly rigged to keep the production moving.


[image: Image] “I KNOW THAT GUY”: There’s no mistaking the skinny stooge named Slim following around Johnny Friendly. That’s Fred Gwynne, the actor who would later play TV’s Herman Munster, here making his film debut. That dumb look is merely a ruse—Gwynne graduated from Harvard as an English major and supported himself as a musician and book illustrator before becoming an actor.


[image: Image] DON’T FAIL TO NOTICE: During his testimony at the Crime Commission hearing, Slim states his name as “Mladen Sekulovich.” That happens to be the given name of Karl Malden, who, like many actors of his era, changed it for Hollywood. Malden always rued giving up his Serbian name, and persuaded Kazan to insert it into the film as a nod to his ethnic heritage.


[image: Image] CASTING CALL: Lots of back story here. Grace Kelly was first offered the role of Edie, but turned it down to film Rear Window. Newcomer Elizabeth Montgomery (later of Bewitched) was also considered, but Kazan deemed her too sophisticated for the character.


The role of Terry was written for John Garfield, but he died in 1952 at the age of 39. Producer Sam Spiegel then petitioned Brando, who returned the script with a terse refusal. Meanwhile, Kazan approached Frank Sinatra, who eagerly accepted.


Spiegel, however, was adamant, in large part because he knew Brando would be better box office than Old Blue Eyes. So he and Kazan concocted a ploy to persuade Brando. They sent Malden—who had already signed on—to the Actors Studio (where Brando was learning his craft) and had Malden direct a scene from the movie with the role of Terry played by another young up-and-comer . . . named Paul Newman. Brando watched the exercise and immediately changed his mind. It’s debatable whether he was swayed by love for the script or potential envy over Newman landing the role.


[image: Image] GOOF: Watch the body as Joey Doyle is hurled from the tenement roof to his death. It’s clearly a stuffed dummy.


[image: Image] BODY COUNT: Three—one tossed from a building, one crushed by a falling load of whiskey bottles and one shot and hung on a meathook. Given the choice, we suppose, we’d pick the second option.


[image: Image] IF YOU LIKED THIS, YOU’LL LIKE: Force of Evil, a 1948 potboiler starring the aforementioned John Garfield as a crooked lawyer who wants to take over New York City’s numbers rackets—putting him into direct conflict with the brother he loves.




[image: Image]




 5  PULP FICTION (1994-R)


STARS: JOHN TRAVOLTA, SAMUEL L. JACKSON, UMA THURMAN, BRUCE WILLIS
DIRECTOR: QUENTIN TARANTINO





Pulp Fiction is more than a mere masterpiece. It’s a force that produced new stars (Quentin Tarantino and Samuel L. Jackson) and revitalized careers (John Travolta and Uma Thurman). It kicked open Hollywood’s doors to a new breed of writers and directors—wannabes aiming to duplicate the magic Tarantino created.


It generated more than $200 million at the box office, yet achieved a cult-like anti-mainstream status for millions of obsessive fans. Indeed, it became an arbiter of cool for the post-Boomer generation. Nearly two decades after its release, its characters, music and especially its dialogue are iconic.


Time ranked Pulp Fiction among the 100 best movies ever made. Entertainment Weekly named it the best film of the quarter-century between 1984-2008. Top critics Roger Ebert and Richard Corliss both called it the most influential film of the 1990s. And the American Film Institute ranked it No. 7 all-time among gangster films.


We think that’s too low.


Pulp’s brilliance is in how it draws you into the world of fundamentally dislikeable characters—hit men, dealers, and other assorted criminals—so that for two hours and 35 minutes, you are willing to suspend your moral judgment. They become sympathetic figures, regular folk debating the same mundane topics the rest of us argue about—although their exchanges are much wittier.


“YOU KNOW WHAT THEY CALL A QUARTER POUNDER WITH CHEESE IN PARIS? THEY CALL IT A ROYALE WITH CHEESE.” FOX FORCE FIVE. VINCE’S 1964 CHEVELLE MALIBU. LANCE (ERIC STOLTZ) WATCHING THE THREE STOOGES WHILE MUNCHING ON FRUIT BRUTE CEREAL. ANTOINE ROCCAMORA (A.K.A. TONY ROCKY HORROR). “JUNGLE BOOGIE.” THE GOLD WATCH. “BRING OUT THE GIMP.”


And, in a comedy that is darker than Michael Corleone’s heart, you find yourself delighted at the most inappropriate moments. People are shot, raped and tortured, and you ask yourself: Should I be laughing? Should I be appalled? Sometimes, it’s like chuckling at a gun being pointed at your face.


There’s no real message to Pulp Fiction, which may be why some fans love it. It’s not about family, like The Godfather. Or loyalty, like Donnie Brasco. Some of its bad guys win, some lose. Really, it’s more amoral than immoral.


Part of the joy is not always knowing who the good guys are. Tarantino shot Pulp Fiction as a time-twisting weave of stories where villains can become heroes, or a guy peppered with bullets in one scene comes back from the dead, so to speak, in the next.


Behind it all is a hipness in everything from the wardrobe to the set design to the beat-heavy soundtrack that kicks off with Dick Dale’s guitar classic “Misirlou” in the opening credits.


Pulp Fiction is a zigzagging symphony of three plots, none of them particularly original. “I wanted to start with the oldest chestnuts in the world,” Tarantino told film writer Gerald Peary. “You’ve seen them a zillion times. The guy goes out with the mobster’s wife—but don’t touch her. The boxer who is supposed to throw the fight, but doesn’t. Two characters go to kill someone.”


What makes it work is the ingenious way the characters overlap, sliding from one segment to another. You don’t really know how the puzzle is going to fit together until the end—so that you need to learn the legacy of Butch’s gold watch to understand why he risks his life to retrieve it, which leads to Vince Vega’s death and that nightmarish scene in the basement of that pawn shop.


What really makes it work is the dialogue written by Tarantino and coauthor Roger Avary. The characters here are in bizarre situations (cleaning brains and skull from a car, for example), but their conversation is rarely used to explain what’s going on. Instead, they engage in rapid-fire literate exchanges on everything from gourmet coffee to the relative cleanliness of pigs and dogs.


Samuel L. Jackson, who costars as hit man Jules Winnfield, recalled to Total Film magazine in 2006 his original reaction to seeing the screenplay. “I read it straight through, which normally I don’t do,” he said. “Then I took a breath and read it again, which I never do. Just to make sure it was true. It was the best script I’d ever read.”


For our money, Jackson steals the movie as the Old Testament-quoting assassin who believes he has received a message from God. His eyes glow with ferocity, even as he delivers soliloquies that make him the deepest-thinking mobster you’ve ever heard. Plus, his comic teamwork with Travolta is the best we’ve seen since the heyday of Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau.


Tarantino began writing the script in 1992 with a $900,000 advance he received based on the critical—if not box-office—success of Reservoir Dogs. He holed up in Amsterdam (thus all the references in Pulp), taking an apartment with no telephone. He spent nights in Holland’s legal hash bars and days immersing himself in French gangster films.


Pulp Fiction was originally contracted to TriStar Pictures. But just before production was to begin, studio chief Michael Medavoy dropped the project, calling the script—according to coauthor Avary—“the worst thing ever written . . . too long, violent, and unfilmable.”


“THE PATH OF THE RIGHTEOUS MAN IS BESET ON ALL SIDES. . . .” THE TWIST CONTEST AT JACK RABBIT SLIM’S. JULES’ “BAD MOTHER FUCKER” WALLET. “HAMBURGERS, THE CORNERSTONE OF ANY NUTRITIOUS BREAKFAST.” THE UC SANTA CRUZ BANANA SLUGS. PUMPKIN AND HONEY BUNNY HOLDING UP THE DINER. “FIVE LONG YEARS HE WORE THIS WATCH. UP HIS ASS. THEN HE DIED OF DYSENTERY.”


Fortunately, Miramax Films did not feel the same way about it. That studio, just taken over by Disney, of all corporate entities, picked up the project and assigned it an $8.5 million budget.


Typically, a budget that size would preclude signing major stars. But Bruce Willis, among the highest-paid actors at the time, viewed Pulp (wisely) as a chance to change his Hollywood image by appearing in a quirky indie film. He signed for a minimum salary to play Butch, the end-of-the-line boxer with his own plan to rip off the mob.


Tarantino wanted Uma Thurman for the role of mob wife Mia Wallace, partly, he said, because he fell in love with her feet (she does walk around barefoot a lot and there is that subplot about foot massages). Thurman was reluctant, having been shocked by the brutality she saw in Reservoir Dogs. “I found it rather terrifying,” she said. “But I was just overwhelmed by Quentin’s incredible energy.”


The big casting surprise was Travolta, who had, by then, been reduced to playing second banana to a baby in the Look Who’s Talking trilogy. Tarantino—over everyone’s objections—insisted on hiring the faded Saturday Night Fever star to portray the coolest-of-cool gangsters. He even gave Travolta a dance scene, twisting away at Jack Rabbit Slim’s.


A black tie and jacket replace Tony Manero’s white polyester suit. And Vince Vega carries both a paunch and a heroin habit. But the role revived Travolta’s career like The Godfather revived Brando’s. He earned a Best Actor Oscar nomination (an award taken by Tom Hanks in Forrest Gump) and his per-picture salary grew from $140,000 in Pulp to $20 million for A Civil Action in 1998.


“Quentin will always be my guardian angel,” Travolta later told Cinecon.com.


Pulp Fiction was nominated for seven Oscars, including Best Picture. It won just one, with Tarantino and Avary taking the Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay. It was also awarded the top prize at the 1994 Cannes Film Festival—an announcement that sparked some booing in the audience. Tarantino gave his critics the finger.


Its $212 million box-office gross is huge considering its dark nature. And, as we said, it launched some careers and revived others. More than anything, it made Tarantino into a pop icon.


All these years later, it still shines. The interwoven stories of junkies and murderers and petty thieves remains fresh and original. The quotable dialogue, the pumping soundtrack, the twists and turns still offer revelations upon each viewing. This is one Big Kahuna of a movie.


[image: Image] HIT: Among all the great performances in Pulp Fiction, two actors who do cameos deserve special mention. First is Harvey Keitel as the tuxedoed Winston Wolfe, the Zen-like fixer whose specialty is getting rid of unwanted gore. “You’ve got a corpse in a car minus a head in a garage,” he tells Vincent and Jules in his icy manner. “Take me to it.”


Second is Christopher Walken as Vietnam POW camp survivor Capt. Koons, who hands young Butch Coolidge the gold wristwatch passed down four generations—and hidden for five years up Butch’s dad’s rectum and another two up the captain’s. Walken rehearsed his three-minute monologue for eight weeks, creating a rhythm and cadence that makes it a spooky tweak of his role in The Deer Hunter. Brilliant.


“CHECK OUT THE BIG BRAIN ON BRETT.” THE BAND-AID ON MARSELLUS WALLACE’S (VING RHAMES’) NECK. THE WOLF IN HIS TUXEDO. “THAT’S 30 MINUTES AWAY. I’LL BE THERE IN 10.” JIMMIE (TARANTINO) IN HIS BATHROBE. “OH MAN. I SHOT MARVIN IN THE FACE.” “SON OF A PREACHER MAN.” RED APPLE CIGARETTES. BIG KAHUNA BURGER. “I’MA GET MEDIEVAL ON YOUR ASS.”


[image: Image] MISS: We cringe every time Maria de Medeiros comes on screen as Butch’s girlfriend Fabienne (a.k.a. Lemon Pop), baby-talking about her desires for a pot belly and “bloooberry penkecks.”


[image: Image] WHAT THEY WROTE AT THE TIME: “You get intoxicated by it, high on the rediscovery of how pleasurable a movie can be. I’m not sure I’ve ever encountered a filmmaker who combined discipline and control with sheer wild-ass joy the way that Tarantino does.”—Owen Gleiberman, Entertainment Weekly


[image: Image] REALITY CHECK: Most of Jules’ Ezekiel 25:17 speech (“The path of the righteous man. . .”) is nowhere in the Bible. Rather, it is largely cribbed from the 1973 Japanese movie The Bodyguard, starring Sonny Chiba—one of Tarantino’s all-time favorites.


Still, it’s a really cool speech.


[image: Image] GOOF: According to two doctors we consulted, injecting someone’s heart with adrenaline to revive her from a heroin overdose (as Vincent does with Mia) would do no good. First, heroin overuse causes your respiratory system to shut down—not your heart to stop. Second, it’s not the appropriate medicine for the problem. And even if it did work, the patient would not spring up like an alarm clock just went off, but slowly regain consciousness and sobriety.


Still, it’s a really cool scene.


[image: Image] REPEATED WATCHING QUOTIENT: Watch it three or four times to fully comprehend the intertwined, time-arcing plotlines. After that, just watch it again for its sheer brilliance.


[image: Image] PIVOTAL SCENE: The first scene of Vincent and Jules is mind-blowing. You see them driving, gabbing about McDonald’s and foot-massage etiquette until they arrive at a nondescript apartment building. You know they’re up to no good (especially when they pull guns from the trunk), but you’re not sure exactly what.


They arrive at the apartment of the young dealers who have stolen from their boss, Marsellus Wallace. As a nervous Brett tries to talk his way out of trouble, Jules calmly samples his burger and Sprite. Then, almost as an aside, Jules shoots Brett’s reclining cohort (“Flock of Seagulls”) through the chest. This, of course, leads up to the brimstone Bible speech and the execution of poor Brett.


Chances are, you’ve seen the scene enough that its shock value is gone. But try to recall the first time. Vincent and Jules are two guys nattering about the topics guys talk about—food, sex, other guys’ wives—when suddenly, without warning, they turn into brutal assassins. It’s a stunner. And you realize, at that moment that Pulp Fiction isn’t going to be like any movie you’ve seen before.
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