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I’ve pretty much said all I have to say about The Godfather and, giving credit where credit is due, have made it clear in the past that Mario Puzo did the “heavy lifting” on this project, which is the reason his name appears before the title. My unique value to the film was gained due to my Italian-American upbringing and familiarity with New York Italians in the way that they spoke, their style and particular ambience, as well as their priorities. That cultural authenticity, when spread around a gangster-driven plot line, gave The Godfather something new. Certainly, when you compare the film to many gangster films of the past, even exceptional ones with great directors like Howard Hawks’s Scarface with Neapolitan Al Capone brilliantly portrayed by Yiddish theater’s Paul Muni or William Wellman’s The Public Enemy, which rarely cast Italians as Italians, and especially that rare synthesis, the New York Italian-American, you realize that people who “talka-lika-dis” were usually great Jewish actors faking being Italians. Even in The Godfather, Marlon Brando isn’t pretending he’s an Italian; he’s pretending he’s a New York Italian, which is where my own familiarity with such people came to shine. Quite coincidentally, Marlon once told me that his entire understanding of what acting could be came from watching Paul Muni from the wings in the play they were in together, A Flag is Born.


My family generally evolved from the “good boys” of the neighborhood: those who took school and education as the key to success in this brave new country. Yet they knew the others, the “hoodlums” who terrorized the neighborhood and grew up to be gangsters, both petty and famous, but all butchers and sociopaths, like the character Humphrey Bogart played in William Wyler’s Dead End. My father and certain uncles went to Stuyvesant High School and were the star musicians in the orchestra, with music being the field that attracted them rather than crime. But the family culture was, if not the same, quite close to it: what they ate and drank, what life was like with three and even four brothers sleeping in a bed like sardines, a mother who did all the housework, cooking, made and mended all the clothes, and divided a single orange into segments, one for each of seven brothers.


Even Mario Puzo, an Italian-American, didn’t have the authenticity I’m speaking of. A real Italian knows that one would never call someone “Don Corleone”—but rather Don Vito or Don Vitone (one puts the first name after the honorific Don). Mario picked up most of what he knew about the Mafia from research, reading The Valachi Papers and such. Italian-Americans come in many editions: Marty Scorsese comes from a family who still spoke Italian and cooked real Italian food as my family did. Robert De Niro, like Mario, comes from another, more distant version of the Italian family culture. Not less, but different. All this may well seem like splitting hairs, but in a motion picture, such details are very evident and make all the difference. Even the wonderful sayings Don Corleone recites in the novel ultimately came from Mario’s own mother, whom he described more carefully in what he himself believed was his superior novel, The Fortunate Pilgrim.
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Many of these elements found their way into the screenplay we wrote together. As I said, Mario’s novel had done all of the hard work of character and story; however, after reading his first draft, I realized that the actual “moviecraft” would have to be done by me. But I sensed that he could correct and guide me. He didn’t seem to have much problem with that approach; he was casual about it, relaxed and laid-back. I wrote the script, mailed it to him in New York, and he sent it back with his handwritten comments on it. We did this back and forth a few times, and it was a good way to work; a good collaboration. His input was crucial and greatly improved the script.


Almost 50 years later, I am still astonished by how much this film changed my life and is the platform that supports all my dreams and wishes about my life. How odd, I feel. How greateful I am to Mario Puzo, not just because the book he intentionally wrote as a “potboiler” so he could leave something to his children also enabled me to build an entire film career and also hopefully leave something to my children, but for his kindness and the feeling of warmth and fondness that fills me whenever I think of him. I learned so much from Mario Puzo, my memory fails me now on a percentage of it. But certainly, it was about the elegance found in simplicity and the fact that truths need to be felt rather than talked about.


—Francis Ford Coppola, 2021













INTRODUCTION





“What are they getting so excited about? It’s only another gangster picture.”


—Marlon Brando, 1971




Looking back thirty-five years after the release of The Godfather, one can’t help but marvel how the film ever got made, when every conceivable obstacle stood in its way.


A writer who didn’t want to write it.


Mario Puzo was broke and needed to pen something commercial in order to write the kind of books he really cared about.


A studio that didn’t want to produce it.


The box-office failure of previous gangster movies made Paramount Pictures reluctant to pick up their option, but with the novel a runaway success, and other studios showing interest, they couldn’t let it slip away.


A film no director would touch.


Twelve directors turned it down, including, at first, Francis Ford Coppola. But, Coppola, too, was broke, and needed a job directing a Hollywood production in order to make the kind of personal films he really cared about.


A cast of unknowns.


Except for one renowned actor, Marlon Brando, who was considered box office poison by studio executives.


A community against it.


Before filming even began, Italian-American groups protested what they perceived was to be the movie’s characterization of their culture, and amassed a war chest to stop the production.


And, yet, The Godfather succeeded beyond anyone’s wildest imagination, to become one of the greatest cinematic masterpieces in history—a film that continues to captivate us, decades after its release.


The Godfather is a unique film in that it bridges many audiences, appealing to both erudite film buffs and TV couch potatoes alike. As film critic Kenneth Turan says, it is irresistible: “Like one of those potato chips, you can’t have only one of it. It is a film that, once started or stumbled upon on TV, demands to be seen all the way to the end. It is that well-constructed, that hypnotic, simply that good.” Even Al Pacino admits that, when he’s flipping the channels and comes across The Godfather, he can’t help but keep watching.


But why is the film still so compelling today? Certainly the thrill of looking inside the particular subculture that The Godfather explores, in conjunction with the movie’s intense action and drama, is endlessly entertaining. There are two other central reasons to love the film. The first is in the details. With each new viewing, a different, distinct detail reveals itself: the jarring crunch of gravel under Michael’s feet after Carlo is murdered; the blustery performance of Sterling Hayden; the exquisite marriage of Nino Rota’s haunting score with the dazzling Sicilian landscape. The details are no accident. In addition to Coppola’s dogged efforts to infuse the film with the flavor and intricacies of his own Italian-American experiences, he assembled an incredible collection of talent to create the film. From the cinematographer to the production designer, from the makeup artist to the special-effects wizard, from the costume designer to the casting director, from Brando to Pacino—only today can the wonder of such a gifted group, working together on one movie set, be fully appreciated.


Another reason The Godfather is such a powerful film is that it works both on the grand level of an epic—with its stunning cinematography, magnificent performances, and comment on the rise of postwar America and capitalism—and on the very intimate level of the story of one family. The father-son relationship, sibling dynamics, and the quest to find oneself within the context of the family are themes that are not only relatable, they are infinitely mineable. Michael’s soulful struggle of how to react to, reject, resolve, and ultimately become part of his family is a struggle for the ages—and one that deepens with each viewing.


The Annotated Godfather: The Complete Screenplay endeavors to tell the story of The Godfather by offering behind-the-scenes stories and insight in tandem with the screenplay of The Godfather. The screenplay of the 1972 film featured herein incorporates much of Francis Ford Coppola and Mario Puzo’s own wording from their final, pre-production draft or shooting script (officially titled “Third Draft,” completed on March 29, 1971). This look back at the monumental film also traces the development of the screenplay and explores the evolution of several subsequent versions and re-edits of the film that appeared after 1972. Among those different versions are The Godfather Saga, a four-part miniseries broadcast on NBC in 1977, which combined The Godfather and its sequel, The Godfather: Part II, in mostly chronological order, with some restored scenes that did not appear in the original theatrical release; The Godfather 1902-1959: The Complete Epic (a.k.a. Mario Puzo’s The Godfather: The Complete Novel for Television), a video boxed set released in 1981 in the same format as Saga but with fewer restored scenes; and The Godfather Trilogy: 1901-1980, a re-editing of all three The Godfather in mostly chronological order, with even more additional footage, released in 1992.


This book offers a cohesive story of the making of the film by analyzing a wide range of source material. In addition to the various versions of the script, alternate and deleted scenes, and modified releases of the film, The Annotated Godfather: The Complete Screenplay also draws upon Puzo’s original novel, production documents housed at the American Zoetrope Research Library in Rutherford, California, and interviews with some of the cast and crew. Onetime Paramount executive Peter Bart has likened the story of The Godfather’s production to the Akira Kurosawa film Rashômon, in which each time a single event is described by a different witness, it comes out as an entirely different story. Looking at it through the refracted lens of time and perspective, the volatile mix of personalities involved and the struggles to complete the film according to Coppola’s vision proved, in the end, to be instrumental in making The Godfather what it is today—a landmark of American cinema.


—Jenny M. Jones, 2007















GENESIS OF THE GODFATHER
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I



MARIO PUZO AND THE NOVEL




“None of the grown-ups I knew were charming or loving or understanding. Rather they seemed coarse, vulgar, and insulting. And so later in my life when I was exposed to all the clichés of lovable Italians, singing Italians, happy-go-lucky Italians, I wondered where the hell the moviemakers and storywriters got all their ideas from.”


– Mario Puzo, The Godfather Papers: and Other Confessions




Mario Puzo was born in 1920 in impoverished Hell’s Kitchen, the son of Italian-born parents. His first two novels, The Dark Arena (1955) and The Fortunate Pilgrim (1965), earned good reviews but weak sales and a mere $6,500 for Puzo’s bank account. Puzo had written about a character influenced by the world of organized crime in Pilgrim, and an editor suggested it could have done better with more of that “Mafia stuff.” At age forty-five, Puzo owed $20,000 in gambling debts, so he wrote a ten-page book outline entitled Mafia—an attempt at a more commercial novel. Eight publishers turned it down.


At a meeting at G. P. Putnam’s Sons, Puzo regaled the editors with Mafia stories, impressing them enough to give him a $5,000 book advance. Puzo had never known a mobster or gangster, so he had to do exhaustive research for the book.


Two years before the book was completed, Puzo remained strapped for cash. Paramount Vice President of Creative Affairs Peter Bart received a tip from George Weiser, a story editor who freelanced as a literary scout for Paramount, and based on sixty pages, he set Puzo up at the studio. In an interview with the author, Bart reported: “It was not a real manuscript, just a few chapters, into which he had crammed a lot of the plot. It was a long way from a finished manuscript. At that point I said to Bob [Evans], ‘Look, even though you’re not enthusiastic, it is much beyond a Mafia story,’ so I optioned it at Paramount.” Puzo was so broke, he agreed—against his agent’s advice—to accept a deal of a paltry $12,500 option, $80,000 if it was made into a film, with escalators. Paramount kept giving him little advances—said Robert Evans, senior vice president of Paramount, in Variety: “We had to give him the bread to keep him alive while he was writing the book. We never expected it to be the huge success it has turned out to be.”


In March 1967 Paramount announced their deal to back Puzo’s material in the hopes of eventually making it into a movie. Two years later, The Godfather was published. It was a smash, spending sixty-seven weeks on The New York Times bestseller list. Three months after publication, when other studios started showing interest, Paramount confirmed their rights to produce the film. According to Variety: “Paramount Pictures probably made the prime deal for a bestseller in modern film history with its $80,000 ceiling for Mario Puzo’s The Godfather.” They called it, quite rightly, a “bargain-basement literary buy.”
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MARIO PUZO, IN HOLLYWOOD IN JUNE 1970, WHILE WORKING ON THE GODFATHER SCRIPT.


Against convention, producer Albert S. Ruddy wanted to keep the author involved in the movie project. They lunched at the Plaza, where Ruddy cautioned him about the pitfalls of feeling too much ownership over the book. Puzo, who has always said he penned The Godfather to finance the writing he really wanted to do, threw the book on the floor, professing he never cared to read it again. So in April, Puzo was contracted to turn out The Godfather screenplay for an additional $100,000, expenses, and a few percentage points of the profits. It took Paramount a long five months to actually sign a director to the project.





CRAFTING THE GODFATHER SCRIPT



Puzo was thrilled with his office at Paramount, which had a refrigerator with an unlimited supply of soda. He cut the 446-page novel down to a 150-page first draft of a screenplay (dated August 10, 1970), and mailed a copy to the one man he envisioned as Vito Corleone, Marlon Brando. The screenplay opened with Michael and Kay driving to the wedding, followed by a courthouse scene of Bonasera’s daughter’s attackers being acquitted. A reedited version begins with a love scene between Michael and Kay (suggested by the studio). When Francis Ford Coppola first saw the screenplay, he was aghast. It was set in the 1970s, complete with hippies. He described it in Time magazine: “Puzo’s screenplay had turned into a slick, contemporary gangster picture of no importance. It wasn’t Puzo’s fault. He just did what they told him to do.”


After thoroughly analyzing and dissecting the novel, Coppola crafted his own treatment of a screenplay. He gave it to Puzo, and they proceeded to swap halves of the script to edit from their respective home bases. A second draft of a screenplay emerged, at 173 pages and dated March 1, 1971. The third and final preshooting draft (referred to in this book as the shooting script), was dated March 29 and ran 158 pages—suggesting a longer picture than Paramount had imagined.








MARIO PUZO ON SET



Puzo felt excluded from the filming, and Paramount didn’t allow him to see the final cut when he wished to. He grudgingly realized he had no final say over the film, and said in The Hollywood Reporter: “You can’t say I’m delirious with joy over what they’ve done to my book for the movie, even though I’ve done the screenplay.” He even swore a Sicilian vendetta against Paramount vice president Robert Evans (most likely in jest). Speculation was that The Godfather Papers: and Other Confessions, Puzo’s memoir published just before the film’s release, was going to be an angry exposé. It turned out to be fairly tame in its criticism. While he vowed never to do another film unless he had final approval, Puzo did go on to write the screenplay for The Godfather: Part II, and Part III, and the first draft of Superman, among others.


















II



PARAMOUNT PICTURES AND THE EXECUTIVES




“Making The Godfather was such an extraordinarily unpleasant experience in every aspect that I’ve avoided thinking about it or talking about it for thirty years.”


—Peter Bart, at the 2006 South by Southwest Film Festival




Through the 1960s, Hollywood was in an economic downturn, with dwindling movie attendance and declining production. Major takeovers ruled the day: MCA and Universal Pictures merged; Warner Bros. was bought by Kinney National Company (which had previously primarily owned funeral parlors and parking lots); and the conglomerate Gulf+Western bought Paramount Pictures. As the 1970s began, Paramount was ranked a dismal ninth among film studios.


Paramount’s 1968 big-budget Kirk Douglas vehicle The Brotherhood, a Mafia picture, opened to anemic ticket sales. Although The Godfather novel was selling well, The Brotherhood’s weak box office made Paramount gun-shy about mob movies, and they shelved the project.


Paramount had its fair share of recent big-budget disasters, exemplified by the aptly titled Waterloo. Then, over Christmas of 1970, Love Story burst onto the movie scene. With a $106 million return on a $2.2 million investment, Love Story changed the fortunes of Paramount Pictures. Paramount had nurtured the bestselling novel through the writing process, and the small-budget film excelled without major star power. As gangbuster sales of Puzo’s book forced Paramount to take another look at their film option, they would try to re-create Love Story’s success using the same formula on The Godfather. In late 1969, Paramount announced they would make the film. And, as producer Albert Ruddy says today, “they saw it as a low-budget gangster movie.”


THE PLAYERS


The new young executives at Paramount strove to adapt the company to the current climate in Hollywood with fewer movies, smaller budgets, and less extravagant stars.
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CHARLES G. BLUHDORN, CHAIRMAN OF GULF+WESTERN INDUSTRIES, IN 1971.


CHARLES G. BLUHDORN,COMPANY FOUNDER AND CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD, GULF+WESTERN



The brash and vulgar Bluhdorn took a failing auto parts distributor and built it into Gulf+Western Industries, Inc., subsuming some sixty-five companies, Paramount Pictures included. Mel Brooks’s Silent Movie features a parody of the company, called Engulf and Devour. Dubbed “The Mad Austrian,” Bluhdorn was a hot-tempered, heavily accented executive who liked to bark orders. Although Paramount was only a small part of Gulf+Western, he took great interest in it. He compared Coppola’s work on The Godfather to having the secret to Coca-Cola.


STANLEY JAFFE,CEO, PARAMOUNT PICTURES



At the young age of twenty-eight, Stanley Jaffe produced Goodbye, Columbus and was appointed executive vice president and chief corporate officer of Paramount Pictures shortly there-after. Jaffe left Paramount in early April, just as production on The Godfather was about to begin. Rumors that his resignation (or firing) was connected to The Godfather’s production abound, but both Robert Evans and Peter Bart have suggested he left because of a fight with Bluhdorn over the casting of a woman in another picture. Oddly enough, Jaffe returned as CEO of Paramount again, in 1991.



FRANK YABLANS,HEAD OF MARKETING/VICE PRESIDENT FOR DOMESTIC SALES, BECAME PRESIDENT OF PARAMOUNT



The young, hard-nosed Yablans oversaw Paramount for four years, often called “The Golden Age of Paramount,” during which time the studio released such critical and financial successes as The Godfather and The Godfather: Part II, Serpico, Paper Moon, Chinatown, Murder on the Orient Express, and The Longest Yard. He masterminded a ground-breaking distribution plan for The Godfather that helped make it one of the most successful films in history.


ROBERT EVANS,SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT IN CHARGE OF WORLDWIDE PRODUCTION, PARAMOUNT



Bob Evans lived large. As a youth, he worked for Evan-Picone sportswear (“I’m in ladies’ pants,” he liked to say) and was “discovered” by Norma Shearer at The Beverly Hills Hotel pool. After a few acting gigs he decided to become a producer. When Bluhdorn offered him the highly visible job at Paramount, he had yet to make a single film. The New York Times called it “Bluhdorn’s Folly,” one of the nicer assessments at the time. Very hands-on with his pet projects, Evans clashed with the also opinionated Coppola throughout the making of The Godfather. Evans also presided over some of the best films in Paramount’s history.


PETER BART,VICE PRESIDENT OF PRODUCTION, PARAMOUNT



Bart, a West Coast correspondent for The New York Times, wrote a piece on Robert Evans for the Sunday edition. Evans contends this is how he first caught Bluhdorn’s eye, which Bart finds amusing, as the piece was rather snarky. Once he became a vice president, Evans picked Bart to be his right-hand man. Bart was the creative side of the team, shepherding projects like The Godfather through a long development process. Over eight years, he developed such films as Paper Moon, Harold and Maude, True Grit, and Rosemary’s Baby. His book-smart personality was a great fit with Evans’s business acumen and gut-level instinct. It was Bart’s idea to hire Francis Ford Coppola. “I began advocating Coppola because I felt that Francis was a brilliant young filmmaker, even though he hadn’t shown his prowess yet. He was extraordinarily intelligent and well spoken—so I was indeed the most aggressive advocate of Francis as the person to direct the picture.”—Peter Bart, 2007.


ALBERT S. RUDDY,PRODUCER, ALFRAN PRODUCTIONS



Affable Albert Ruddy rose through the ranks in the entertainment business with few qualifications but his moxie. After a chance meeting with a Warner Bros. executive, he co-created the successful television show Hogan’s Heroes, and three movies: Little Fauss and Big Halsy, Wild Seed, and Making It. Although all were unsuccessful at the box office, they were made on the cheap and came in under budget, just what Paramount wanted for The Godfather. Rather than go through a lengthy pitch of how he was going to adapt the book into a movie, he convinced Bluhdorn to hire him by announcing, “Charlie, I want to make an ice-blue terrifying movie about people you love.” Bluhdorn said, “That’s brilliant!” banged on the desk, and ran out of the room. Ruddy succeeded, but as he said shortly after the film was released: “It was the most miserable film I can think of to make. Nobody enjoyed one day of it.” Today, while he admits the shoot was rough, he calls it “a great experience that started everyone’s career. It was magic.”
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PRODUCER ALBERT S. RUDDY, IN 1971.
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MARIO PUZO, FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA, ROBERT EVANS AND ALBERT S. RUDDY AT THE PARAMOUNT PICTURES PRESS CONFERENCE ANNOUNCING THE GODFATHER (PHOTO COURTESY OF RUDDY MORGAN ORGANIZATION).















III



THE ARCHITECT: FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA




“It was my intention to make this an authentic piece of film about gangsters who were Italian, how they lived, how they behaved, the way they treated their families, celebrated their rituals.”


—Francis Ford Coppola, in Time magazine




When Paramount gave The Godfather the green light, finding a director turned out to be a difficult task. Twelve directors turned down the job—many, including Peter Yates (Bullitt) and Richard Brooks (In Cold Blood), because they didn’t want to romanticize the Mafia. Arthur Penn (Bonnie and Clyde, Little Big Man) was too busy. Costa-Gavras (Z) thought it was too American.


Robert Evans, Paramount’s head of production, sat down with Peter Bart, his creative second in command, to determine why previous organized crime films hadn’t worked, and decided it was because Jews made them, not Italians. So, they sought an Italian-American director, a commodity in short supply. Bart thought of a twenty-nine-year-old he had met when he had written a little piece for The New York Times on a young wannabe director who paid his way through college by making “nudies,” otherwise known as skin flicks.


Francis Ford Coppola was born in Detroit in 1939. His father, Carmine, was the conductor and arranger for the Ford Sunday Evening Hour radio program (hence Francis’s middle name). Because the ambitious musician worked traveling shows, the Coppola family was often uprooted. Francis was grounded by an upbringing steeped in his Italian heritage.


At age nine Francis contracted polio and spent a year in virtual isolation. During this time, he developed an interest in mechanical things. He got an 8mm camera and started making movies, and by a young age knew that he wanted to be a director. He was a theater arts major at Hofstra University, and then enrolled at UCLA for a master’s in fine arts. While he was attending UCLA, prolific B-movie filmmaker Roger Corman recruited him, as he did so many young filmmakers of great potential, to work on several schlock films. Coppola married fellow UCLA graduate Eleanor Neil in 1963 while working on his directorial debut, the Corman-financed Dementia 13.
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COPPOLA AND CREW WATCHING FOOTAGE ON LOCATION AT THE SCENE OF PAULIE GATTO’S MURDER.
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COPPOLA AND PACINO DISCUSS THE SOLLOZZO/MCCLUSKEY MURDER SCENE.


After winning a screenwriting competition, Coppola got a job as a screenwriter and wrote the script for Patton, among other projects. He directed You’re a Big Boy Now, a precursor of sorts to The Graduate, which garnered him a Golden Palm nomination at the Cannes Film Festival. Warner Bros. offered Coppola the musical Finian’s Rainbow. Young George Lucas was a production assistant there and became a protégé who was also interested in working outside the studio system.


Coppola went on to write and direct his own film, The Rain People, about a young pregnant wife (Shirley Knight) and her search for personal fulfillment. In 1969, Coppola set his dreams in motion: he sold his house, moved to San Francisco, obtained a loan from Warner Bros., and started an independent film studio with Lucas and other young idealistic filmmakers. American Zoetrope was founded with the utopian vision of creating personal, artistic films.


The first project the company produced was Lucas’s futuristic sci-fi drama THX 1138. The unsuccessful film was ruinous for American Zoetrope. Warner Bros. recut the film, eventually releasing it with little marketing backing. The studio went through a major restructuring, and the new brass weren’t impressed by American Zoetrope’s proposed projects. They asked for their $600,000 back. Coppola tried to raise money doing commercials and educational films, but soon he was desperate enough to listen to the pitch to direct The Godfather.


Peter Bart first approached Coppola to direct The Godfather in the spring of 1970. Coppola tried to read the book but found it sleazy. His father advised him that commercial work could fund the artistic pictures he wanted to make. His business partner, George Lucas, begged him to find something in the book he liked. He went to the library to research the Mafia, and became fascinated by the families that had divided New York and run it like a business. Coppola reread the novel and came to see a central theme of a family—a father and his three sons—that was in its own way a Greek or Shakespearean tragedy. He viewed the growth of the 1940s Corleone Family as a metaphor for capitalism in America. He took the job.


Coppola was announced as director on September 28, “by default,” according to Bob Evans. With the inexperienced Coppola, Paramount thought they were hiring an Italian-American director who would also come in on budget and be pliable. Although indeed Italian American, Francis Ford Coppola would not be the director the studio had envisioned.


The first battle was over the picture being a period piece. Coppola was adamant that the film be set in the 1940s. In a recent interview he explained, “One of the reasons it was so important to me to get Paramount to agree to set the movie in the forties instead of the seventies is that so much of the story connects with what was going on in America during that period: the birth of America after World War II; Michael’s service in the Marines; the imagery of America; what was going on in America; the rise of corporate America. All of that was very much part of the story, and I couldn’t imagine how you would tell the story in the way they were planning to do it.” Paramount had asked Puzo to set the screenplay in the seventies because contemporary films were cheaper to make: no 1940s cars to find, sets to create, costumes to make. Eventually, Coppola’s desire to preserve the book’s period quality won out.


The second battle was over location. Coppola wanted to shoot in New York, an expensive proposition because of the unions. Producer Albert Ruddy had suggested Cleveland, Kansas City, and Cincinnati as possible sites—or perhaps a studio backlot. (In an interview with the author, he indicates it was also because “some of ‘the boys’ [read: Mafia] told us we couldn’t come to New York.”) In an October 1970 Variety piece, Coppola stated: “I very much want to do it in New York. The atmosphere is strictly New York, and since I want to do the film as a period piece, if possible—say the 1940s—any other locale is going to make it more difficult to capture the special flavor of New York.” Ruddy countered: “We’re watching the pennies and we think we can make the picture for much less on other locations and not sacrifice any quality.” In the end, the studio gave in, and the film was shot on location in New York.


In September 1970, Robert Evans announced on behalf of Paramount: “The Godfather will be our big picture of 1971.” At this point, the book had sold more than one million copies in hardcover and six million in paperback, forcing Paramount to reconsider a modest film. The $2 million budget was increased to $3 million, and then to $4 million, and eventually to $6 million. Coupled with the book’s runaway success, Coppola’s sheer force of will overcame the objections of the studio brass.


The third battle, and it was a long and bloody one, was over casting. Coppola recalls Charles Bluhdorn wondering, after the multitude of screen tests (and all the money that was spent on them), how fifty-odd actors could all be terrible. He suggested that with just one director, it must actually be the director who was terrible. When it was all over, Coppola had the principals he wanted all along. However, the arguments had left the combative Coppola exhausted and the studio wary. Paramount kept a close eye on Coppola throughout the filming, making for a very pressurized situation.


The Godfather production was rough going. Coppola was disorganized, indecisive, and scattered. (His struggles with the studio would have understandably left little time for planning.) He didn’t film in the conventional way of adhering to the shooting script—much of the movie was in his head. Production fell behind schedule, and each day cost $40,000. Many members of the crew were not supportive; they thought Coppola was in over his head. While in a bathroom stall, he overheard some of the crew griping, “Where did they find this kid? Did you ever see such a bad director in your life?” To make matters worse, from the start he battled with the stubborn cinematographer, Gordon Willis, who during production once exclaimed that Coppola “couldn’t do anything right.”


When the first rushes (the first positive prints made on the night of shooting and used to gauge progress) came in, Paramount was underwhelmed. Although Coppola and Willis had deliberately planned the interplay between dark and light scenes, as Peter Bart reports, some of the early dailies were so dark that Paramount had trouble seeing what was going on. This, in Bart’s words, exacerbated Coppola’s “difficult relationship with the studio.” Brando mumbled in the Sollozzo meeting scene. (According to Coppola, the actor said that just because he was Marlon Brando, that didn’t mean he didn’t get nervous on his first day.) Evans had trouble understanding him in the scene and haughtily suggested subtitles.


The Paramount executives were concerned. They sent the script to Elia Kazan—another director—but Bart coaxed an art director friend of Kazan’s into reporting the director’s senility to Evans. This put the kibosh on plans for Kazan to take over, but Coppola had nightmares of the great Kazan awkwardly informing him of his firing. Paramount assigned Vice President Jack Ballard to keep an eye on costs. Coppola calls him “a grotesque guy with a bald head who was sent to make me miserable.” Another issue: editor Aram Avakian and assistant director Steve Kesten, both of whom Coppola had hired, had designs on the director and producer jobs. Rumors of footage sabotage were even floated. Regardless, at this point, very little was necessary to fuel both Coppola and the studio’s paranoia and antipathy toward each other. As Bart suggests, “Francis did feed into that skepticism.”





COPPOLA’S FAMILY



On March 17, 1971 Coppola arranged for the full cast of Corleones to have an informal, improvisational “rehearsal” meal at Patsy’s Restaurant in New York. He arranged for a home-style table with home-style dishes. The cast stood around, anxious and uncertain. Coppola recalls, “It was the first big time that the actors were to meet Brando, and although Brando, and although Brando was sort of washed up in the eyes of the Paramount executives, to people like Al Pacino and the rest of the cast, he was more than a god—he was God.”


“We were all new to each other,” said John Cazale in an interview. “We stood there not knowing what to do. Brando broke the ice. He just went over, opened a bottle of wine, and started the festivities. I think we all realized then that he was acting with us the way the Don would have acted with his own family.” Coppola had hoped that a sensual activity such as eating would give the cast a chance to relate to one another as a family—and it did. Brando, wordlessly going into character, sat at the head of the table; Talia Shire (the female family member) served the food; and the “sons,” Robert Duvall, James Caan, and Al Pacino, each in his own way tried to impress the “father,” Brando. “Jimmy Caan was cracking jokes and trying to impress him, Al was trying to outbrood him, and whenever Brando would turn away, Duvall would imitate him, although he was clearly not really part of the group,” Coppola reminisces. Throughout the process of that first improvisation, the actors all found their characters.
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PAGES FROM “THE GODFATHER NOTEBOOK”, WITH COPPOLA’S NOTES ON THE WEDDING SCENE.





THE BIBLE: COPPOLA’S NOTEBOOK



When Coppola embarked on adapting The Godfather novel into a feature film, he created a document analogous to a theater prompt book (Coppola had a background in theater). He took the novel and sliced out all the pages, pasting each one into the middle of a blank notebook page, and leaving a wide margin for his own notes. He used this massive document, which he called The Godfather Notebook, to analyze the novel and determine what would be included in the film.


In the notebook, he dissected the entire novel by diagramming the story—breaking down each of fifty scenes according to the following categories: Synopsis, The Times (how to preserve the 1940s period quality), Imagery and Tone, The Core (the essence of the scene), and Pitfalls (issues to watch out for, such as pacing or clichés). This approach to breaking down dramatic work was inspired by an Elia Kazan piece in Directors on Directing: A Source Book of the Modern Theatre, a collection of essays edited by Toby Cole and Helen Krich Chinoy.


Coppola peppered the notebook with his own ideas and concerns about how the scenes should play out, and how to make the film authentic to Italian and Mafia culture while remaining true to Puzo’s novel. He also jotted down little pep talks to himself, such as this note on the characters’ reactions to death: “This is tough. Think about it AND BE PREPARED, FRANCIS.” Coppola now recalls, “I actually schlepped this with me every day of The Godfather.”


When it came time to direct The Godfather, Coppola relied on the notebook rather than the shooting script for inspiration. It’s an amazing testament to his rigorous adaptation of the novel.





Evans’s and Coppola’s stories diverge here. Evans said he found Coppola’s footage brilliant, so he fired the interlopers. According to Coppola, associate producer Gray Frederickson told him that Avakian was bad-mouthing the footage to the higher-ups at Paramount. In addition, the studio refused to allow him to reshoot the Sollozzo scene—indicating to Coppola that they intended to sack him. Coppola didn’t believe a studio would fire a director in the middle of the week, because they would need the weekend to get a new one on board, so he took matters into his own hands. He fired Kesten, Avakian, and a host of others midweek and quickly reshot the Sollozzo scene, in order to make the cost of hiring another director to reshoot it more prohibitive.


Undoubtedly, Paramount was taken aback by Coppola’s counter-coup. They watched the new scene and concluded it was much better (although Coppola believes the original scene might actually be the one that ended up in the film). Paramount’s concern about the PR implications of firing the Godfather director also worked in Coppola’s favor. In addition, according to Marlon Brando’s autobiography, he returned Coppola’s favor of casting him by threatening to walk off the picture if Coppola was fired. While Brando had said that Coppola didn’t give the actors much direction, in general Brando supported Coppola’s artistic vision. Coppola stayed. Peter Bart has said that, after years of purposely avoiding thinking about it, he’s come to the realization that, as he said at the South by Southwest Film Festival, “there really was a plot afoot during the third week of shooting The Godfather to fire Francis Coppola.” In a recent interview, he states: “I honestly did feel from the second week that this was a remarkable movie being made, but the number of people seeing the dailies began to shrink.” He explains, “You can always tell when a studio is giving up on a picture—you look around the room and there’s nobody there.” The tally of Coppola’s near-firings: five—over casting Brando; when Paramount saw the first rushes; when Coppola insisted on shooting scenes on location in Sicily; when he went over budget; and during the editing process.


In August 1971, Coppola went home to San Francisco to edit a first cut of the film. It came in at two hours and forty-five minutes, but he knew that Paramount was unwilling to market a long epic to the moviegoing public, and had been told directly by Evans that if it were longer than two hours and fifteen minutes, Paramount would take the film and edit it themselves in Los Angeles. Coppola didn’t want to go to L.A., because he would have less control and preferred to work from his home base. So he edited his first cut down to a two-hour, twenty-minute version of the film.


When Evans saw the shorter version, he went ballistic, as all of the texture had been left on the cutting-room floor. According to Albert Ruddy, Evans got on the phone with the president of the studio, Frank Yablans, and told him the film seemed longer at two hours twenty minutes than at three hours. In his self-aggrandizing but very entertaining memoir, The Kid Stays in the Picture, he reported his admonishment to Coppola: “You shot a saga, and you turned in a trailer. Now give me a movie.” So Paramount took the film to L.A. after all (as Coppola surmises they intended to do all along). During the editing process Evans had sciatica and was wheeled around on a hospital bed.


Debates rage as to who was ultimately responsible for the completed film. Shortly after the release, Coppola acknowledged in a Time interview: “Bob forces you to come up with alternatives. He pushes you until you please him. Ultimately, a mysterious kind of taste comes out; he backs away from bad ideas and accepts good ones.” Evans even blamed the long hours he put in editing The Godfather for the disintegration of his marriage to Ali MacGraw.


But Coppola took umbrage at Evans’s claims, even sending Evans a now-famous telegram (which Evans reportedly framed and displayed in his bathroom), that was reprinted in part by The New York Times: “Your stupid blabbing about cutting The Godfather comes back to me and angers me for its ridiculous pomposity. I’ve been a real gentleman regarding your claims of involvement.… You did nothing on The Godfather other than annoy me and slow it down.” As he recently said, “After fighting me on Brando, fighting me on Pacino, fighting me on the music, and on whether or not it would be period, and on whether it would be in New York—now you say you made the movie because you put back in the half hour!”


As Stanley Jaffe, then president of the studio, now sums up, “The best move made by us at the studio was to hire Francis.… With Evans really overseeing the filming and Francis’s strong vision and personality, there were moments of tension but always evolving into what made the movie better.”


This much is true: Evans, to his credit, fought the higher-ups at Paramount for the longer version, and for the extra time needed to edit it properly (it was originally slated for a Christmas release). What is also apparent is that the magnificence of The Godfather: Part II, over which Coppola had complete control, is evidence that Coppola’s rich artistic vision made its mark on The Godfather. As Albert Ruddy says, “Francis was born to do this movie.”







OEBPS/images/Art_P20.jpg
\ND TONE: (Continued)

7 AND TONE: (Continued)

, you know everyone's thinking "we have lenty 5
ooZown, why did Michael have to bring 'ngre"fy,‘fhm where we are. Also, it would be clear that we are
families with eligible daughters should B¢ Theroduceq i viewing the overlap or repeated action through the
T e e ) | © eves of a new character: one who had cxited g

; ca " =
underneath a bic uneasy about it.  You'd have o be" the first time we had seen it; sort of like Rosenkranty
especially Kay. ; ; : and Guildenstern Are Dead; repeating and reviewin,
B ot ana ey, e it neroduces Nu»\to the action from the perspective of other than the
and tell us a lot about Michael's relationship to hig ViR character's principally involved. We already know
Father. Also, impgrt:m that Michael is serious aboyt and experienced the whispering from the point of
Kay, and has brought her to the Wedding to case her into view of Sonny, Lucy, perhaps Sonny's wife; of what
D 3
significance it is to Hagen, and therefore to the Don, (g
This is an important stylistic decision.

the knowledge of who his father is.
VL__.__——-—

ik
|
i

.

M
()  The Sex scene with Sonny and Lucy should go very far. \Ai\‘( g

I like Puzo's screenplay image of the Maid-Of-Honor's
gown up, practically over her head. )46 am nels .

(k) The scene with Bonasera is good and very important,
It further defines the Don’ spower, and puts forth
the essence of what it is the Don refers to as 'friendship*
i.e. a pledge of loyalty. It is the gathering and
manipulations of these pledges which give the Don
his extraordinary power in the first place.
It is very important that after Bonasera gives his
pledge, that we understand he feels he is now under
a grave and frightening obligation to the Godfather.
Bonasera must be a super, super actor.

., THE CORE:

The core of the scene; Introduce the Don, and gradually
reveal the breadth of his power, make clear his relatmnshlg
to Michael,
Establish the fusion of family and business.

Introduce all the main characters and sub-plots of the film,

Textures:
(0] Fat, older man dancing with a ten year old girl in PITFALLS:
a confirmation dress. Her little shoes on his big e

=
ones. S
Older couple, having just danced a Tarentella; he M}

is around the back of her with a white handkerchief, (AN
MOPPing her back, even down her dress, for her.  aud (ol
S

f.}uest in an inappropriate tux, uncomfortable, ad_msring'q‘m ==
1t 80 he'll just look right. (Luca Brasi)?

Coltrss:

Cliches, Italians who-a, talka lika-dis; failure to make a
convincing setting. People must feel that they are seeing a

real thing, with hundreds and hundreds of interesting specifics,
like the children sliding around the 'sandwich man’, throwing
the sandwiches: "Hey Bino, two copagole and one prociutto!” etc.
Failing to intoxicate with the formidability of the Don and

Kids in little suits 'sliding around the sandwich man'.

is power,
Losing a basic 'humanity" to all these people. J
Failing to ser up a tension between the godfather and Michael
Te: the nature of their relationship.

poth 2% PosrHion .

Someone being asked to sing (Nino)? refusing and
refusing as he is walking up to the bandstand.

Throwing the sandwiches.






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
BLACK DOG
¢ LEVENTHAL
PUBLISHERS





OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P3.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P4.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P5.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P13.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P11.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780762473823.jpg
50th Anniversary
Edition

e
ANNO

lindfather

THE COMPLETE SCREENPLAY
WITH COMMENTARY ON EVERY SCENE INTERVIEWS
AND LITTLE-KNOWN FACTS

FOREWORD BY FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA





OEBPS/images/Art_P15a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P15b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P17a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P17b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
The
liodfather

50th Anniversary Edition with the Complete Screenplay,
Commentary on Every Scene, Interviews, and Little-Known Facts

JENNY M. JONES  Foreword by FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA

BLACK DOG

& LEVENTHAL
PUBLISHERS
NEW YORK






