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Nicolas Saada, Filmmaker


There are all kinds of filmmakers: those for whom cinema is a means of expression, those who give back to cinema what it has given them, and those who make films because they can’t imagine doing anything else.


And then there is Martin Scorsese, who is all of these filmmakers at once.


For many, Martin Scorsese IS cinema.


For a time, he was associated with New Hollywood—not an “artistic movement” in the academic sense, but rather a diverse group of strong, individualistic personalities connected by the shared uncertainty of their future. Within this group, Scorsese’s voice was as distinct as his contemporaries: Brian De Palma, Steven Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola, and George Lucas.


The more I watch his films, the more I see how his style seamlessly blends the discipline of Hollywood tradition with the experimentation of postwar European cinema. He reconciles the structured storytelling of classic American films with the deliberate anarchy of Fellini or Godard, embracing the tension between order and chaos. His work connects deeply with the American cinema movement of the 1960s, alongside directors like Sidney Lumet, John Frankenheimer, and Arthur Penn, who worked freely within what remained of the old Hollywood system.


Today, Scorsese is one of the most revered filmmakers in the world.


Every aspiring director has tried to emulate the long tracking shot inside the Copacabana in Goodfellas, the kinetic editing of Casino, the rhythmic musical transitions of Mean Streets, or the haunting monologue of De Niro in Taxi Driver. With the advent of DVD, YouTube, and streaming, it has never been easier for filmmakers to deconstruct his techniques, breaking them down shot by shot in an attempt to “wow” audiences.


But Scorsese is inimitable. For Scorsese, cinema is not a collection of tricks, but an intuitive and creative process. Every choice serves the meaning of the scene and the emotional impact he seeks to achieve. Taken out of context, his techniques may seem ornamental, but within his films, they are essential. The extended tracking shot in Goodfellas follows the tragic couple through the Copacabana not for spectacle but because, at that moment, a pact is being sealed between them. This sequence carries immense gravity—they are, in that moment, descending into the inferno together.


Recently rewatching Hitchcock’s The Man Who Knew Too Much (1956), I was struck by a sequence in which Doris Day’s singing is intercut with brief shots of empty staircases, leading the viewer to the door of the room where a child is being held hostage. If you watch this Hitchcock film purely for its entertainment value, you might not recognize the potential to recycle that scene and use it for an entirely different purpose. But Scorsese’s genius lies in his ability to take elements from the past and transform them into something entirely new.


Scorsese, who once considered becoming a priest, chose instead to dedicate himself to the “cult” of cinema. His encyclopedic knowledge of film allows him to find solutions in the works of Michael Powell, Robert Bresson, and countless others. He is an inspired filmmaker because he is first and foremost an inspired cinephile. His mastery extends beyond the visual—he has an exceptional ear as well, having directed films about legendary musicians and curated some of the most memorable soundtracks in cinema. Whether blending Georges Delerue and Louis Prima in Casino or orchestrating a seamless fusion of music and image elsewhere, his films pulse with a cadence that reflects his deep, intuitive understanding of music as both an artistic and emotional force.


Martin Scorsese’s films are marked by recurring themes that haunt his work, yet he does not merely dwell on them—he seeks answers. Often labeled as a director obsessed with crime, redemption, and forgiveness, he frequently explored themes of gangsters, violence, and the savagery of men.


In reality, his body of work is incredibly diverse. From the romantic grace of The Age of Innocence to the solemn spirituality of Silence, from the dreamlike urban landscape of After Hours to the intense, feverish visions of Shutter Island, he has explored nearly every genre and mastered a wide range of styles, often reaching a level of purity that few can rival—nowhere more apparent than in The King of Comedy, a must-see for all filmmakers and film students alike.


In the 1991 Scorsese remake of J. Lee Thompson’s Cape Fear, Robert Mitchum’s character, upon seeing Max Cady’s tattooed body, remarks, “I don’t know whether to look at him or read him.” The answer, however, is that with Scorsese’s films, you must do both—watch and read them.


That’s why I will always admire him and continue to find inspiration in his work.















Martin before Scorsese



1942–1972


“It’s thanks to my parents that I learned to tell a story. There’s no doubt about it. I wrote down word for word what they told me, neighborhood stories…”
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—Martin Scorsese in Cahiers du cinéma, March 1996


Prologue


• Late 1870s: Giuseppe Esposito is the first known member of the Sicilian Mafia to emigrate to the United States after escaping during his transfer to Palermo for his trial. He arrived in New York, then settled in New Orleans where he was eventually arrested in July 1881 and extradited to Italy.


• In the 1880s, 300,000 Italians emigrated to the United States; twice as many during the following decade; 2 million between 1901 and 1910. In 1920, 10 percent of the foreign-born American population was of Italian origin. They mainly came from the rural regions of the south and Sicily where living conditions were very harsh, unlike the first generations of immigrants, traders, and artisans from the north.


• October 15, 1890: New Orleans police chief David Hennessy was shot while returning home. He succumbed to his injuries the next day in the hospital. The event is considered to be the first major crime committed by the Mafia on American soil.


• May 26, 1924: the Immigration Act, or Johnson-Reed Act, prohibited Asians from entering the United States and established annual immigration quotas for southern and eastern Europeans.


April 16, 1912


• Birth of Catherine Cappa in New York. Her parents, Martin and Domenica, had emigrated a few years earlier from Ciminna, the Sicilian village where Luchino Visconti’s The Leopard (1963) was filmed. They settled with their nine children at 232 Elizabeth Street, in the Sicilian part of the Little Italy neighborhood, originally an Irish enclave. The neighbor upstairs was called Fanny Scorsese. It was while visiting her that Fanny’s brother Charles met Catherine Cappa. He began to court her, always ready to serenade her with his guitar.


• Martin Scorsese’s future production company would be called Cappa before being renamed Sikelia (“Sicily” in Greek).


May 8, 1913


Birth of Luciano Charles Scorsese in New York. His parents, Francesco and Teresa, lived at 241 Elizabeth Street. Francesco’s real name was Scozzese, but it was changed to Scorsese following an error by the American administration on his arrival at Ellis Island in 1901 at the age of twenty-one, coming from Polizzi Generosa in Sicily. In Mario Puzo’s novel The Godfather (1969), Vito Corleone arrived at Ellis Island from Sicily in the same year.


June 19, 1934


Marriage of Charles Scorsese and Catherine Cappa. They first lived in a three-room apartment at 253 Elizabeth Street in the Little Italy neighborhood. Charles was a textile worker, Catherine worked in a sewing workshop.


Catherine and Charles Scorsese: Italianamerican (1974).


Little Italy: It’s Not Just You, Murray! (1964); Who’s That Knocking at My Door (1969); Mean Streets (1973); Italianamerican; The Neighborhood (2001).


November 17, 1942


Birth in New York in the Flushing (Queens) neighborhood of Martin Charles (Marchantonio Luciano) Scorsese, second son of Catherine and Charles after Frank, six years his senior. The Scorsese family had left Little Italy for the Sunnyside neighborhood of Queens before settling in a house with a small garden in the Italian neighborhood of Corona, also in Queens. For the Scorsese parents who grew up on Elizabeth Street, it was the countryside.


Queens: Goodfellas (1990); The Irishman (filming locations, 2019); Fran Lebowitz: Pretend It’s a City… (scenes at the Queens Museum, 2021).


1943


Publication of Deems Taylor’s A Pictorial History of the Movies. This was the first book on cinema that the film-loving child Martin Scorsese read, borrowing it from the Tompkins Square library.


1945


• After a tonsil operation (his parents had led him to believe that he was going to the circus to avoid frightening him, with the effect of traumatizing him when he arrived at the hospital), Martin learned that he was asthmatic. Bedridden for days on end with an inhaler, prevented by his mother from playing outside and doing sports, he suffered from isolation and the hostility of his brother, who was jealous of the attention he received.


• His father and mother got into the habit of taking him to the cinema, one of the few activities compatible with his allergies and asthma.


Isolation: Taxi Driver (1976); Raging Bull (1980); Kundun (1997); The Aviator (2004); Shutter Island (2010).


Brothers: Raging Bull; Goodfellas; Casino (1995).


May 8, 1947


New York release of Duel in the Sun (King Vidor, 1946), the first film he saw at the cinema that left an indelible impression on him. According to his recollections, his passion for westerns was used as an excuse by his mother to take him to see this feature film, which had been condemned by the Catholic pressure group, the National Legion of Decency. The four-and-a-half-year-old child hid his eyes for a good part of the screening, frightened by the violence of the love story, Dimitri Tiomkin’s eerie music, and the garish red of the blood. But the hallucinatory quality of the images left a lasting impression on him.


American West: Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974); Casino; Killers of the Flower Moon (2023).


Blood Red: The Big Shave (1967); Boxcar Bertha (1972); Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore; The Last Temptation of Christ (1988); Goodfellas; Cape Fear (1991); Kundun…


1948


• The arrival of television in the Scorsese household, a 40-centimeter black-and-white RCA Victor set. Permanently on, it became the escape for young Martin cloistered at home. He watched everything avidly, only the series Leave It to Beaver and Father Knows Best did not interest him: their residential suburban setting was totally foreign to him.


• He wanted to become a painter and spent his time drawing, reproducing scenes from films, books, or comic books.


TV series: “Mirror, Mirror” (episode in Amazing Stories, 1986); Boardwalk Empire (2010); Vinyl (2016); Pretend It’s a City…


Painting: “Life Lessons” (segment from New York Stories, 1989).


1950


• Due to tensions with their landlord and neighborhood problems, the Scorseses returned to live in Little Italy, staying for six months with Charles’s parents. On the afternoon of his arrival, Martin stood on the fire escape and observed the street, both frightened and fascinated. The urban hubbub, the hustle and bustle, the drunks, the goings-on of the gangsters, it was all new to him.


• The family then moved to the second floor of 253 Elizabeth Street, on the street side. Charles felt that this return was a step down. His brother Joey, who had connections with the underworld, lived above them. Martin lived there until 1965, witnessing the daily misery of the Lower East Side: the assaults, the beatings, the bar fights.


• There was a lot of music in the house, in the buildings, in the streets, whether it was the latest hits, opera arias, jazz or movie themes. Catherine Scorsese sang while doing household chores; Charles Scorsese played the mandolin and loved the guitar. The music of Quintette du Hot Club de France is Martin Scorsese’s first musical memory.


• He was enrolled at St. Patrick’s School, a Catholic establishment on Mott Street run by the Sisters of Charity, Irish nuns. As an altar boy, he assisted the priest every Saturday morning at the 10:30 a.m. mass at St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral on Mulberry Street. He was captivated by this solemn world, the rituals, the statues, the smells, the songs, the stained glass windows of the building, the blood of Christ on the cross.


The former Saint Patrick’s Church: Who’s That Knocking at My Door; Mean Streets; The Neighborhood; Gangs of New York (2002).


Faith: The Last Temptation of Christ; Kundun; Silence (2016).


Irish origins: Goodfellas; Gangs of New York; The Departed (2006); The Irishman.


Quintette du Hot Club de France: The Aviator.


February 15, 1950


American release of Stromboli by Roberto Rossellini. This was the first Italian film that Martin Scorsese saw in the cinema.


April 29, 1950


The local TV channel WOR-TV (Channel 9) launched the Italian Film Theater program. The films (sword and sandal movies, opera recordings, neorealism) were shown in their original language with subtitles. In the Scorsese household, the screenings became a real, communal ritual.


Italy: Italianamerican; Made in Milan (1990); Il mio viaggio in Italia / My Voyage to Italy (2001).


May 26, 1951


First Communion. The missionaries inspired the young Martin, who, to the astonishment of his parents, envisaged becoming a priest.


1953


The Eternal City is the title of an imaginary film for which Martin Scorsese drew the storyboard. He was eleven years old, and this CinemaScope epic had Marlon Brando, Richard Burton, Alec Guinness, and Virginia Mayo as its main actors. The final credit read: “Directed and produced by Martin Scorsese” (through the equally fictitious production company MarSco).


CinemaScope: Cape Fear; The Age of Innocence (1993); Casino; Kundun; Bringing Out the Dead (1999); Gangs of New York; The Aviator; The Departed; Shutter Island; The Wolf of Wall Street (2013); Silence; Killers of the Flower Moon.


March 20, 1953


At school the day after the 25th Academy Awards ceremony broadcast on television, a new priest introduced himself to the students: Father Frank Principe. The twenty-three-year-old Italian American launched into a diatribe against the world of greed and false values of Hollywood cinema. But he quickly became a guiding figure. He worked to divert his students from the temptations of the street and crime, encouraged them to read and listen to music, and even encouraged them to question their faith and made them understand that they did not have to live like their parents. Once a year, this film buff, who identified with the character of Father Barry in On the Waterfront (Elia Kazan, 1954), took them to the cinema and discussed the films with them afterward. Martin Scorsese saw the sword-and-sandal epic The Robe (Henry Koster, 1953), the first CinemaScope film, which Father Principe hated for its depiction of the Gospels. He also saw Around the World in Eighty Days (Michael Anderson, 1956) and The Bridge on the River Kwai (David Lean, 1957).


Oscar winners: Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore; Raging Bull; The Color of Money (1986); Goodfellas; The Age of Innocence; The Aviator; The Departed; Hugo (2011).


Cinema screenings: Who’s That Knocking at My Door; Taxi Driver; Cape Fear; Kundun; The Aviator; The Departed; Hugo; Killers of the Flower Moon.


1953–1960


• Being in the presence of Father Principe only reinforced his sense of a calling. Martin Scorsese furthered his religious training and took part in spiritual retreats.


• He discovered the true meaning of compassion and devotion when the priest brought Dorothy Day to the youth center next to the church. This Catholic and communist activist, who founded the Catholic Worker Movement in 1933, devoted herself to helping the destitute and marginalized forgotten people in the slums of the Bowery.


July 1956


La Strada (1954) was released in the United States. This was the first Federico Fellini film that Scorsese saw. The print was dubbed in English because of the presence of the Americans Anthony Quinn and Richard Basehart in the credits.


September 1956


Scorsese entered the Cathedral College of the Immaculate Conception (closed in 2023), where he attended the preparatory seminary of the Archdiocese of New York.


September 9, 1956


First appearance of Elvis Presley on television, on the Ed Sullivan Show. Martin discovered rock’n’roll. This was a shock!


1957


• Dissipated and turbulent, Martin Scorsese was expelled from Cathedral College at the end of the first year (officially for his poor results in Latin). He realized the sacrifices involved in this path and also that he was not ready for it.


• He enrolled at Cardinal Hayes Catholic High School in the Bronx. He lived the life of young people his age. Hanging out with buddies, going to the movies with friends, monopolizing the jukebox. He rubbed shoulders with punks and bullies without ever getting involved in fights.


Cardinal Hayes School: Killers of the Flower Moon (filming of the final radio show).


The Bronx: Raging Bull.


A bunch of friends: Who’s That Knocking at My Door; Mean Streets; The Wolf of Wall Street.


April 1957


DJ Alan Freed’s The Big Beat Show, at the Paramount Theatre in Brooklyn. Martin Scorsese saw Bo Diddley on stage, among others, who had the particularity of pointing out the African origins of his rhythms between songs, which aroused the teenager’s thirst for knowledge.


June 25, 1957


American release of The Curse of Frankenstein, a Terence Fisher horror film for Hammer Film Productions. Martin Scorsese loved to go with a group of friends to see these British films, which combine Grand-Guignol horror, eroticism, shock effects, and garish colors, and to take part in the collective hysteria in the theater.


1958


Martin Scorsese heard Leadbelly on the radio for the first time, performing “See See Rider,” a blues standard from 1924. He was familiar with the Chuck Willis version released in 1957, but this guitar playing and sound were entirely new to him. He rushed out to buy records, determined to learn more.


Primitive blues: Gangs of New York; “Feel Like Going Home” (2003); Killers of the Flower Moon.


November 1958


Scorsese discovered Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941) on television thanks to the Million Dollar Movie program on WOR-TV and became aware of the role of editing, and the camera, and the importance of the director.


1959


Scorsese shot the short film Vesuvius VI in his neighborhood with friends and a borrowed camera. This 8 mm sword-and-sandal epic was about ten minutes long and in black and white. The soundtrack included pieces by Prokofiev, Django Reinhardt, and Lonnie Donegan. The records were simply played over the images. The film was shown only to those who made it. According to their recollections, the “Directed by Martin Scorsese” title card caught fire, a detail foreshadowing the credits of Casino where the actors’ names appear in the flames of an explosion.


1960


• His mediocre high school results prevented Scorsese from enrolling at the Jesuit Fordham University. He settled for Washington Square College at New York University (NYU) in Greenwich Village. He studied English with the ambition of becoming a teacher and took the cinema option, which was the reason for his choice of this university.


• He was in the same year as future directors Lewis Teague (The Jewel of the Nile, 1985) and Jim McBride (Breathless, 1983; The Big Easy, 1986).


• Every Tuesday, he attended Haig P. Manoogian’s three- or four-hour course on the history of film, television, and radio. The course consisted of an hour and a half of lectures followed by a film screening and discussion. A strong personality with a frenetic delivery, not particularly fond of Hollywood forms, Manoogian broadened his students’ cinematic horizons to include the French New Wave, Italian neorealism, and cinema verité, without hesitating to expel those he suspected of being there just to watch films. He hated melodramas and refused to allow his students to film characters with a weapon. Martin Scorsese’s film culture and analytical skills impressed him, despite their disagreements over The Third Man (Carol Reed, 1949) and Alfred Hitchcock.


• He discovered John Cassavetes’s Shadows (1959), which revealed to him a previously unsuspected way of shooting, as if by stealth.


Cinema verité: Street Scenes 1970 (1970); Italianamerican; American Boy (1978); The Neighborhood; “Feel Like Going Home.”


Cinema lesson: “A Personal Journey with Martin Scorsese Through American Movies” (1995); Il mio viaggio in Italia / My Voyage to Italy; A Letter to Elia (2010).


1961


• Scorsese met Mardik Martin at Haig P. Manoogian’s classes. An Armenian born in Iran, raised in Baghdad before emigrating to the United States, Mardik Martin also studied at NYU, first economics and then cinema. He would become Scorsese’s first screenwriter.


• Scorsese met Michael Wadleigh, who arrived at the university a year after him, the future director of Woodstock (1970) and Wolfen (1981), with whom he later collaborated.


Mardik Martin: It’s Not Just You, Murray!; Who’s That Knocking at My Door; Mean Streets; Italianamerican; New York, New York (1977); The Last Waltz (1978); American Boy; Raging Bull.


Michael Wadleigh: Who’s That Knocking at My Door.


1962


• Inesita: The Art of Flamenco by Robert J. Siegel, the first student film in 16 mm, now lost, on which Martin Scorsese worked as a cameraman and editor.


• The Charles Theater, which specialized in showing experimental films on Avenue B, scheduled the screening of an English film with a scandalous reputation: Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960), the story of a cameraman who murders women with a blade hidden in the tripod of his camera while he films their agony. His classmate Jim McBride was deeply affected and urged Scorsese to go and see it. Uncomfortable with the subject, he refrained. He would not see the film until 1971, at a private screening at Warner Bros. in Los Angeles in the context of a planned remake (which did not happen).


Michael Powell: cameo in “Life Lessons.”


Remakes: Cape Fear; The Departed; Silence.


September 1963


• One night, after a drive with friends, Martin Scorsese and his friend Joey were dropped off on Elizabeth Street to go home when they saw their car being stopped a little farther on by another car. Weapons were drawn and shots were fired. The boy who was sitting in front of Scorsese just a few minutes earlier was shot in the eye and killed. The end of Mean Streets revisits this tragic event.


September 10, 1963


The first New York Film Festival, created by Richard Roud, former London correspondent for Cahiers du cinéma, who became director of the London Film Festival in 1960. Scorsese would go on to present most of his films there, from his first short films to the present day.


Late 1963


What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This?, a short film by Martin Scorsese from his time at NYU. On this occasion, he met Thelma Schoonmaker, a graduate in indigenous arts from Columbia University who had retrained as an editor. She had come to NYU for a six-week training course and was called in to rectify the editing of the short film, which had been botched by another student.


1964


• It’s Not Just You, Murray! a sixteen-minute student short, Scorsese’s first film set in Little Italy and its world of “goodfellas.”


• Scorsese met Brian De Palma, who was working in an editing booth at NYU right next to his.


• Lighting assistant for documentary filmmakers Albert and David Maysles.


• Scorsese earned his Bachelor of Arts (cum laude) in English.


Mafia: Mean Streets; Raging Bull; Goodfellas; Casino; The Departed; Boardwalk Empire; Vinyl; The Irishman.


Albert Maysles: Shine a Light (2008); The 50 Year Argument (2014).


Summer 1964


Martin Scorsese attended the directing workshop organized by Haig P. Manoogian. He was assistant cameraman on the set of Smiles, a 35 mm short film by another student, John G. Avildsen, future director of Rocky (1976). In the credits: Roy Scheider, at the beginning of his acting career.


1965


• Scorsese discovered The Rolling Stones with a broadcast of “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” on the car radio, while driving on the Long Island Expressway.


• As part of his film studies, he made another film drawing on his experience of Little Italy, Bring On the Dancing Girls, imitating the falsely improvised tone of Shadows. The main character was played by an unknown from the Jewish neighborhoods of Brooklyn, Harvey Keitel. The result was a disaster.


The Rolling Stones: Mean Streets; poster in Taxi Driver; Goodfellas; Casino; The Departed; Shine a Light; advertising film Bleu de Chanel (2010).


Harvey Keitel: Street Scenes 1970; Mean Streets; Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore; Taxi Driver; The Last Temptation of Christ; The Irishman.


May 15, 1965


Marriage to Laraine Marie Brennan, who was pregnant, at the St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral. He met this student of Irish origin on the set of It’s Not Just You, Murray! where she was a production assistant. Martin Scorsese was to marry four more times, to Julia Cameron (1976–1977), Isabella Rossellini (1979–1982), Barbara De Fina (1985–1991), and Helen Schermerhorn Morris (from 1999).


Marriage: What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? (1963); The King of Comedy (1983); Goodfellas; The Age of Innocence; Casino; The Wolf of Wall Street…


December 7, 1965


Birth of his first child, Catherine “Cathy” Scorsese, whose godfather is Brian De Palma. An extra in The King of Comedy and Casino, she would work as an assistant and props master on some of his shoots. Martin Scorsese would have two other daughters, Domenica in 1976 (with Julia Cameron) and Francesca (with Helen Morris) in 1999. They appear in several of his films.


Cathy Scorsese: The King of Comedy; Casino; The Aviator; The Departed; Shutter Island; Boardwalk Empire (props master).


Domenica Scorsese: Cape Fear; The Age of Innocence (walk-on part).


Francesca Scorsese: The Neighborhood; Gangs of New York; The Aviator; The Departed; Boardwalk Empire; advertising film Bleu de Chanel (walk-on part); Hugo.


1966


Scorsese eked out a living doing odd jobs while his marriage was falling apart. He spent a month and a half editing newsreels for the CBS network (he turned down a longer-term job offer in order to persevere in the cinema), a week in Los Angeles on the set of an episode of The Monkees, written with Mardik Martin.


September 13, 1966


Screening of It’s Not Just You, Murray! at the New York Film Festival.


November 1967


Screening of I Call First, a completely reworked version of Bring On the Dancing Girls, at the Chicago International Film Festival. The young critic Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times was ecstatic. But the film did not find a distributor.


Chicago: The Color of Money.


December 1967


Third short film. Five bloody minutes against a jazz song backdrop, The Big Shave won the L’Âge d’Or prize at the International Experimental Film Festival in Knokke-le-Zoute, Belgium.


Jazz: Taxi Driver; New York, New York; The Aviator; The 50 Year Argument; Pretend It’s a City…


1968


• Scorsese obtained his Master of Arts.


• Lacking prospects, Scorsese went to Amsterdam to stay with Richard H. Coll, a former NYU student who was his director of photography on several projects. He helped him on shoots of Flemish commercials. He collaborated on the writing of an English-language screenplay by Dutch filmmaker Pim de la Parra (Obsession, 1969).


• In May, he was in Paris amid student strikes and demonstrations. It was there that he learned that I Call First had found a distributor. The distributor demanded the addition of a sex scene. Unable to find a flight to New York because of the strikes, Scorsese returned to Amsterdam and shot the scene there, with Harvey Keitel and actresses recruited in situ.


• During the editing of Who’s That Knocking at My Door, Scorsese met Jay Cocks, a cultural journalist and film critic for Time magazine.


• Hired to shoot The Honeymoon Killers (1970), he was fired after a week. Deemed too slow, and because he intended to film everything in sequence shots, much to the producers’ dismay, he was replaced by the film’s screenwriter, composer, and opera director Leonard Kastle, in what would be his only foray into cinema.


• Scorsese became a teacher of cinema at the NYU Tisch School of the Arts for $55 per week. This was a position he held until 1970. His students included future directors Oliver Stone and Jonathan Kaplan, as well as actor Billy Crystal.


Advertising: Emporio Armani (1986); The Key to Reserva – Freixenet (2007); Bleu de Chanel; My Life. My Card – American Express/Tribeca Film Festival (2004); Street of Dreams – Dolce & Gabbana (2013); The Audition – Studio City casino hotel (2015)…


Paris: The Age of Innocence; Hugo.


Jay Cocks: The Last Temptation of Christ; Made in Milan; The Age of Innocence; Gangs of New York; Silence.


March 1969


• First screening in Chicago of Who’s That Knocking at My Door, the new title of I Call First with the addition of the requested sex scene. The film was screened without the Motion Picture Association of America label.


August 15 to 17, 1969


The Woodstock Festival in Bethel, New York attracted 450,000 spectators and most of the great rock artists of the moment (The Who, Jefferson Airplane, Grateful Dead, Janis Joplin, The Band, Jimi Hendrix, etc.). Michael Wadleigh filmed the concerts, with Martin Scorsese assisting him and helping with the editing with Thelma Schoonmaker. Not totally in tune with the “peace and love spirit,” he took a suit and cufflinks with him. He wore jeans for the first time.


Filmed concerts: The Last Waltz; “No Direction Home” (2005); Shine a Light; Rolling Thunder Revue: A Bob Dylan Story by Martin Scorsese (2019); Personality Crisis: One Night Only (2022).


The Band: The Last Waltz.


Jimi Hendrix: poster at Iris’s place in Taxi Driver.


The Who: the song “Magic Bus” in Goodfellas.


September 1969


New York release of Who’s That Knocking at My Door, with an R (Restricted) rating prohibiting admission to anyone under seventeen unaccompanied by an adult.


R rating: Boxcar Bertha; Mean Streets; Taxi Driver; Raging Bull; The Last Temptation of Christ; Goodfellas; Cape Fear; Casino; Bringing Out the Dead; Gangs of New York; Silence…


November 28, 1969


US release of The Rolling Stones’ Let It Bleed album. It opens with the song “Gimme Shelter,” which had a lasting influence on Martin Scorsese.


“Gimme Shelter”: Goodfellas; Casino; The Departed.


January 1, 1970


Scorsese discovered the Herbert Asbury book The Gangs of New York: An Informal History of the Underworld at a friend’s house. Published in 1928, the book tells (with quite a few dubious details) the story of the street gangs that plagued Manhattan in the 19th century, before the advent of organized crime. Martin Scorsese immediately wanted to make a film of it.


Manhattan in the 19th century: The Age of Innocence; Gangs of New York.


April 1970


Release of the album Live Cream by the British trio Cream, with Eric Clapton on guitar. Martin Scorsese discovered the blues standard “Rollin’ and Tumblin’,” reworked in a hugely powerful orchestration.


Cream, Eric Clapton: Mean Streets; The Last Waltz; Goodfellas; Casino; Street Scenes 1970; The Color of Money.


May 4, 1970


Four students from Kent State University were shot and killed by the Ohio National Guard during a demonstration protesting the Vietnam War. Martin Scorsese and around thirty of his students went to film the resulting rallies in New York and Washington over the next few days. The footage forms the basis of the documentary Street Scenes 1970.


Vietnam War: The Big Shave; Street Scenes 1970; Taxi Driver; The 50 Year Argument; Rolling Thunder Revue: A Bob Dylan Story by Martin Scorsese…


November 1970


Sorrento Film Festival in Italy. Martin Scorsese presented his student films and met Francis Ford Coppola.


December 24, 1970


New Year’s Eve at the home of Time film critic Jay Cocks and his wife, actress Verna Bloom. At the end of the dinner, Scorsese struck up a conversation with a young actor that Brian De Palma had mentioned to him and whom he knew from a distance having grown up in the same neighborhoods: Robert De Niro.


Verna Bloom: Street Scenes 1970; After Hours (1985); The Last Temptation of Christ.


Robert De Niro: Mean Streets; Taxi Driver; New York, New York; Raging Bull; The King of Comedy; Goodfellas; Cape Fear; Casino; advertising The Audition; The Irishman; Killers of the Flower Moon.


1971


• Fred Weintraub of Warner Bros., the studio that distributed the film Woodstock, hired Martin Scorsese to make another documentary about a traveling music festival, Medicine Ball Caravan (François Reichenbach, 1971). Scorsese went to Los Angeles thinking it would take him a fortnight. The work took him nine months to complete. He met Fred Weintraub’s daughter, Sandra, who took him under her wing. They remained a couple until the filming of Taxi Driver. The young woman worked in various capacities on several of Scorsese’s films.


• Living on Franklin Avenue, far from his New York ecosystem, the young filmmaker wasted away. The pollution aggravated his asthma, the attacks prevented him from sleeping at night, he stuffed himself with pills to keep going during the day, and was hospitalized several times.


• Scorsese divorced his first wife, Laraine.


• Brian De Palma chaperoned him on the set and introduced him to the “movie brats,” including Steven Spielberg, John Milius, and Paul Schrader.


Filmed in Los Angeles: Mean Streets; New York, New York; American Boy.


Sandra Weintraub: Mean Streets; Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore; Taxi Driver.


Depression and insomnia: Taxi Driver; Bringing Out the Dead; The Departed.


March–June 1971


John Cassavetes filmed Minnie and Moskowitz (1971). Cassavetes hired Scorsese as an assistant sound editor. He even let him sleep in the apartment used as a set.


June 14, 1972


Release of Martin Scorsese’s second feature film, Boxcar Bertha, an exploitation film that producer Roger Corman had suggested to him. A young underground journalist by the name of Fran Lebowitz, a future figure of intellectual New York, gave it a good review in her column devoted to B movies, The Best of the Worst, in Interview magazine.


Fran Lebowitz: Public Speaking (2010); The Wolf of Wall Street; Pretend It’s a City…


November 1, 1972


Release of Elvis on Tour (Pierre Adidge, Robert Abel), a documentary based on four Elvis Presley concerts. Martin Scorsese supervised the editing.


Tour: “No Direction Home”; Rolling Thunder Revue: A Bob Dylan Story by Martin Scorsese.


November 10, 1972


Release of Unholy Rollers (Vernon Zimmerman), produced by Roger Corman. Scorsese edited it at Corman’s request. He then offered him the script for Mean Streets, extending his first forays into the world of Little Italy. Corman agreed to produce it on condition that the story was set in Harlem, to take advantage of the success of blaxploitation. Scorsese refused, to stay true to his vision.















1963





What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This?
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Production Dates: 6 days between July 22 and August 30, 1963


Production: Haig P. Manoogian, John Mahon, for the New York University Department of Television, Film and Radio Summer Workshop


Screenplay: Martin Scorsese


Director of Photography: James Newman


Film Editor: Robert Hunsicker


Music: Richard H. Coll (as Richard H. Cole)


Sound: Sandor Reich, Mara Stoller


Starring: Zeph Michaelis (Algernon, known as Harry), Mimi Stark (Harry’s wife), Sarah Braveman (psychoanalyst), Fred Sica (the friend), Robert Uricola (singer)…


SYNOPSIS


On the advice of his friends, Harry moves into a modest neighborhood in New York. Struck by a photograph of a man on a boat found in a bookshop, he buys it and hangs it in his home. As a writer, he struggles to find inspiration, obsessed by the picture. To take his mind off things, he organizes a party where he meets a female painter. They marry, but routine sets in and another photo begins to haunt him. Harry remembers what his psychoanalyst said about everything being in his head and finds himself trapped inside the photo.





GENESIS


In 1963, Martin Scorsese was a sophomore at New York University’s Television, Film and Radio Department. His professor and mentor Haig P. Manoogian had a small budget that allowed some of his best students to make a short film. Scorsese was a promising student and had just discovered the first films of the French New Wave at the New York Film Festival and John Cassavetes’s Shadows (1959), shot with a 16 mm camera. The craftsmanship of those films including their formal and tonal freedom helped him lose his inhibitions and prompted him to take the plunge. He had previously cut his teeth as a cinematographer on a classmate’s short film, Robert J. Siegel’s Inesita (1963), about a flamenco dancer. Scorsese’s screenplay won over Manoogian, and he shot this, his first short film, during the 1963 summer workshop.


A Patchwork of Inspirations


What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? was loosely inspired by a fantasy short story by British writer Algernon Blackwood and is an accumulation of the young Scorsese’s influences. As Scorsese explained in Mary Pat Kelly’s Martin Scorsese: The First Decade, What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? was a horror film that actually turned out to be a comedy. It not only commented on present-day living, but—and this was in 1963—it also very much parodied the styles of filmmaking that we were learning about as students.” Some of the styles of filmmaking Scorsese is referencing include Ernest Pintoff’s animated shorts The Violinist (1959) and The Critic (1963), written by Carl Reiner and Mel Brooks respectively, which both feature voice-over narration, catchphrase existential considerations, and absurdist humor. The running gag in Scorsese’s film in which a Mafia-looking guy repeats every piece of advice Harry says he received from his friends, as if he single-handedly embodied them all, borrows from François Truffaut’s Tirez sur le pianiste (Shoot the Piano Player) (1960). Some of the shots in What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? are reminiscent of advertising clichés, while the masking and acceleration of the image are reminiscent of silent burlesque. The typography of the title takes its cue from Federico Fellini’s 8½. While Scorsese’s art was still in its infancy, it was already nourished by his love of cinema.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Recognizing the technical limitations inherent in the use of 16 mm film in nonprofessional conditions, Martin Scorsese wrote a script without live sound, relying instead on editing. Thus, his first short film, shot in six days, begins with a succession of photographs followed by still shots that gradually come to life, first in stop motion, then in real motion. It is as if the director were starting from the origins of cinema and encapsulating its evolution.


A Mental Prison


What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? has the seeds of some of Scorsese’s future obsessions and his “effervescent” style. As in Taxi Driver, or Goodfellas, the introspective voice-over and narrative dynamics follow the protagonist’s thoughts. Harry already bears the hallmarks of the Scorsese antihero: anxious and paranoid. Influenced by his disreputable friends, he fails to reconcile his artistic activity with his love life and locks himself away in his mental prison.


A Vibrant Narrative


Already, the abundance of editing and the variety of tools used (stop motion, jump cuts, desynchronized sound, etc.) convey the protagonist’s restlessness. This staging characteristic was to become one of Scorsese’s trademarks. The director attributes its origin to the liberating shock of discovering Jules et Jim (1962): “François Truffaut’s film has a richness of detail,” Scorsese is quoted as saying in France’s Studio magazine in September 1997. “The images give you much more information than the narration, and out of it all comes an incredible life.” In What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? Harry’s psychic turmoil is expressed in an apparent lightness. But as the psychoanalyst suggests at the end: “Blood and thunder and [the] like! It’s all in the mind, boy.” With this simple line, this concentrate of paranoid anguish, treated in comic mode, announces the color: inner conflict, cathartic violence, and fatalistic humor that were to become the lifeblood of Scorsese’s cinema.




Where’s Marty?


Martin Scorsese did not wait to direct a feature film before imitating the master Alfred Hitchcock. For his very first attempt, he made a cameo, and others followed in most of his films. He is the one in the rowboat in the first photo that obsesses Harry, accentuating the director’s mirror effect with his character, the first of many Scorsese artists inhabited by a sense of alienation.
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It’s Not Just You, Murray!
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Production: Haig P. Manoogian, John Mahon, for the New York University Department of Television, Film and Radio Summer Workshop


Associate Producers: Edwin Grant, Larraine Brennan


Screenplay: Martin Scorsese, Mardik Martin


Director of Photography: Richard H. Coll


Assistant Director: Mardik Martin


Film Editor: Eli F. Bleich


Music: Richard H. Coll


Sound: Sandor Reich, Mara Stoller


Set Decoration: Lancelot Braithwaite


Makeup: Teresa Brun


Costumes: Vic Magnotta


Starring: Ira Rubin (Murray), Sam DeFazio (Joe), Andrea Martin (Murray’s wife), Catherine Scorsese (Murray’s mother), Robert Uricola (singer)…


SYNOPSIS


An Italian-born New York gangster, Murray shows off his material success on camera, then recounts his journey from 1922 to 1965, with his friend and associate Joe, from bootlegging during the Prohibition era to producing music-hall shows.





GENESIS


What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This? ended with the sentence: “Life is fraught with peril.” This is a phrase that the protagonist of It’s Not Just You, Murray!, filmed a few months later, might equally adopt. After sharing his neuroses, in this case Martin Scorsese evokes his loved ones and his neighborhood through the eventful biography of a New York mobster.


The Gangster, an Embodiment of America


Co-written with fellow university student Mardik Martin, It’s Not Just You, Murray! features Scorsese’s first duo of criminal friends, Murray and Joe. Their relationship, with its blend of camaraderie, loyalty, and betrayal, is inspired by the young director’s own experience of his paternal uncle’s involvement with the underworld, and his own Little Italy friends. It’s Not Just You, Murray! introduces two major components of Scorsese’s work: the painting of the “milieu,” and the figure of the gangster as a representation of his country’s vices and contradictions. In this respect, the film is more than a blueprint for Mean Streets; it is also a precursor to Goodfellas and The Wolf of Wall Street.


CASTING


Ira Rubin plays the first Scorsese mobster. With his rakish face and premature baldness, he looks like a businessman. “It could be any CEO, any university president,” Scorsese quipped. Hired following a casting call at New York University, Rubin, who trained in the Stanislavski method, made his first film there. The rest of his career was devoted to acting under the name Alex Robeson. He made a brief return to Scorsese’s New York Stories sketch and played a small role in Sidney Lumet’s A Stranger Among Us (1992).


The Blonde and the Mamma


The first of Scorsese’s many blonde fantasies, Murray’s wife is played by Andrea Martin, Mardik Martin’s sister, chosen for her resemblance to the Italian actress Monica Vitti. Martin Scorsese’s mother, who play’s Murray’s mother, provides the running gag as the Italian mamma who holds a plate of spaghetti under her son’s nose at the most incongruous moments and orders him to: “Eat first!”


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Filmed in New York’s Lower East Side, in his grandmother’s and uncle’s apartments, and in neighborhood basements and halls, It’s Not Just You, Murray! is the only film of his to show his childhood neighborhood as it was in the 1960s.


Goodfellas Before Their Time


“See these shoes? Fifty dollars. See this car? Ten thousand dollars.” From the very first images, Murray’s behavior betrays his greed. Define yourself by what you have, never mind what you are. Then he interrupts: “Cut!… I forgot to introduce myself.” The tone is set: satirical. And the staging: ad hoc. Scorsese engages with the audience by parodying news reports, poking fun at the contrast between what we see in the image and Murray’s euphemisms to conceal the illegality of his activities and disguise his failures.


“I’ve always wanted the good life, even as a kid,” he confides. “As long as I can remember, I’ve always wanted to be a gangster.” Murray talks about his success in the hotel business (actually, prostitution) and in international trade (arms trafficking). The shadows of comedians Mel Brooks and Ernie Kovacs loom large. Another source of inspiration: the Warner Bros. gangster films of the 1930s, whose vitality Scorsese imitates. Not knowing how to end his film, the director brings all his characters together in a parade in the style of 8½ (Federico Fellini, 1963). A superfluous finale, except for one detail: it is Joe who leads the parade instead of Murray, Scorsese’s way of suggesting that if he had not become a director and let his friends decide his life, he would have taken the same outlaw path. “It’s not just you, Murray,” says the title, this is the American dream gone awry.


RECEPTION


It’s Not Just You, Murray! casts the very first spotlight on Martin Scorsese. It was presented at the New York Film Festival on September 13, 1966, winning the Edward L. Kingsley Filmmaker Award. It even enjoyed a brief run in the cinemas. The filmmaker also won the 1964 Producers Guild Award for Best Student Film, with the prize of a six-month internship at Paramount… which was eventually canceled following a change in management. Scorsese’s first disappointment with Hollywood.




Where’s Marty?


When Murray talks about his success in sport, a shot shows two mobsters blackmailing a boxer near a car. The one who turns and aims his revolver at the camera is Martin Scorsese.
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The Big Shave
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Production: Martin Scorsese


Screenplay: Martin Scorsese


Director of Photography: Ares Demertzis


Film Editor: Martin Scorsese


Set Decoration (Bathroom): Ken Gaulin


Special Effects (Blood): Eli F. Bleich


Starring: Peter Bernuth (the man)


SYNOPSIS


A shirtless man arrives in an immaculate white bathroom. He shaves himself without any problems, then starts again and cuts himself. Once, then twice… The longer he perseveres, the more blood he spills. Finally, he cuts his own throat.





GENESIS


In 1967, Martin Scorsese was depressed. His first feature film, Who’s That Knocking at My Door, failed to find a distributor. His marriage to Larraine Brennan, the mother of his first daughter, Catherine, was in trouble. He camped out in grim apartments and always had trouble shaving.


Christlike Self-Mutilation


Between jobs as an editor, Scorsese responded to a call for scripts from the Cinémathèque Royale de Belgique to help young filmmakers. His script was selected, and he received a grant in the form of ten rolls of 16 mm Agfa color film. The premise of his film is simple: a man’s morning shave in front of his mirror turns to carnage. “The Big Shave was really a fantasy, a strictly personal vision of death” was his analysis in Michael Henry Wilson’s Scorsese on Scorsese. In its crudest expression, it reveals a theme that obsesses him: self-destruction. Throughout his filmography, there are many excessive individuals who give in to their demons in a similar way to the anonymous man in The Big Shave, who turns his daily washing into an exercise in self-mutilation. The final shot of his torso, dripping with blood, evokes the crucifixion: it is the first Christlike image in Scorsese’s cinema, and there would be plenty more to come.


CASTING


The film’s only (silent) role is played by Peter Bernuth. After The Big Shave, which was also his only film contribution, this Princeton University English graduate went into politics with Ed Koch, a congressman and later mayor of New York City from 1978 to 1989. Bermuth later became an importer of wood products in Florida, and died of cancer in 1994 at the age of fifty-two.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


As bloody as the film is, shooting and editing took place in an atmosphere of relative euphoria. A sign that catharsis was working for Scorsese and his team. The advertising tone of the opening, with its succession of inserts on faucets, showerheads, and shaving foam, to the tune of “I Can’t Get Started with You,” a jazz classic performed by Bunny Berigan, gradually gives way to a horror scene. The aseptic environment, symbolic of modern well-being, is gradually sullied by the garish red of blood, the first color to be seen in Scorsese’s cinema and one that would prove determining. Filming in a space as small as a bathroom, Scorsese had to storyboard his film to the letter. Yet his over-cutting (seventy-six shots in five minutes) is never gratuitous, no two shots are identical, and the dynamic editing creates real tension with each approach of the blade to the skin. When the first cut is made, it leads to an outburst of self-perpetrated wounds, all the more striking for the fact that the character expresses no suffering. We are reminded of the famous shower murder scene in Psycho (1960), where Alfred Hitchcock also played on the contrast between the chromatic intensity of the blood and the virginal whiteness of the bathroom. In The Big Shave, it is the neat imagery of an Épinal print style of an “American way of life” that is overtaken by human violence.


Ahab and Vietnam


The end credits card features two cryptic details: “Whiteness by Herman Melville” and “VIET ’67.” The first is a reference to the whiteness of the whale in Melville’s novel Moby-Dick, the subject of much existential conjecture on the part of Captain Ahab, a self-destructive protagonist obsessed with the idea of capturing the animal. The second refers to the ongoing Vietnam War. Scorsese even came close to ending the film with footage of the conflict, to spin the metaphor of the main character’s self-mutilation as a reflection of the deadly conflict of America enmired in Southeast Asia. The director had planned to present The Big Shave during a week of action organized by The Angry Arts Against the War collective in New York in 1968, but he did not finish the film in time. “Consciously it was an angry outcry against the war,” the director is quoted in Mary Pat Kelly’s Martin Scorsese: The First Decade. “But in reality something else was going on inside me.… It was a very bad period.”


RECEPTION


Winner of the 1968 L’Age d’Or Award at the International Festival of Experimental Cinema (Festival international du cinéma expérimental) in Knokke-le-Zoute, Belgium, The Big Shave was presented the same year at the New York Film Festival, alongside Milos Forman’s Hoří, má panenko (The Firemen’s Ball) (1967). Through the simplicity of its concept and the strength of its treatment, this mirror film confronts viewers with their own hauntings. It heralds Scorsese’s virtuoso style as a poet of unhappiness. For the time being, Scorsese, still lost and destitute, joined his friend, cinematographer Richard H. Coll, in Amsterdam, to film commercials. This interlude lasted six months.















Focus



Italy in the Distance


A Thwarted Identity


Is Martin Scorsese an Italian born in America, or an American who grew up among Italians? The question would be a mere rhetorical game if it had not so deeply shaped Scorsese’s work and, more profoundly, his personal torments. For Scorsese’s cinema could be summed up in this question: do I belong?


Little Italy and the Italian New Wave


The grandson of Sicilian immigrants who arrived in New York at the beginning of the 20th century, Martin Scorsese spent his early years in a small house with a garden in the Italian neighborhood of Corona, Queens, but then in 1950, his parents moved back to the Little Italy neighborhood of Manhattan, which they had left after his birth. The move was seen as a downgrading, particularly by his father, Charles Scorsese, who was keen to keep his family away from the “goodfellas” and their dealings, but it also brought the young Scorsese face to face with his limits. “When you grow up in Little Italy, what are you going to be other than a gangster or a priest? But I couldn’t be either one,” he says in Scorsese on Scorsese. “Physically, I wouldn’t have made an acceptable gangster. I was always getting beaten up.” He therefore becomes an observer of a world that eluded him, like young Henry Hill at his window in Goodfellas (1990). Scorsese, for his part, remains at the window, but gives it the dimensions of a Panavision screen.


At NYU, he drew characters, events, and locations from his neighborhood for his student films (It’s Not Just You, Murray!, Who’s That Knocking at My Door). But he also wanted to adopt the tone of a new wave of Italian filmmakers he discovered at the New York Film Festival: Bernardo Bertolucci, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Marco Bellocchio. “It had such depth of culture. But I don’t come from that culture. I don’t know politics,” Scorsese said to Edgar Wright at the BFI London Film Festival in 2023. “We go back to Dante, go back to Petrarch and then dealing with The Charterhouse of Parma. All of this. But I wanted to be there and I tried with Who’s That Knocking… right away, and I blew it completely.”


In 1973, Mean Streets put things right. It was still about Little Italy, but the American context was more assertive. The dilemmas between Catholic morality and organized crime of the main character Charlie (Harvey Keitel) correspond, more generally, to the tug-of-war between Sicilian tradition, the American way of life, and rock music culture experienced by Martin Scorsese, immersed in the protest movement of the Woodstock and Vietnam years.


The Years of Denial


Many people in Little Italy recognized themselves in Scorsese’s films and did not appreciate that very much. The filmmaker began to distance himself from his roots. So much so that, when he explained to Marlon Brando about his documentary project on his parents (Italianamerican, 1974), he was astonished by the actor’s enthusiasm. In a 1977 issue of Rolling Stone, Scorsese remarks, “He looked at me and said, ‘You realize what you’re doing?’ I said yeah. I thought he meant, ‘Do I realize I’m making a picture of my parents?’ Later on I realized he meant something else entirely. He meant looking for an identity, you know, the Italian American.”


While Italianamerican picks up the thread of a family history and that of an entire neighborhood, it also closes a chapter. It was released the same year as Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, Martin Scorsese’s first Hollywood film. A portrait of a widowed mother on her way to the West Coast to become a singer. In short, to escape her former life and reinvent herself.


The filmmaker resolutely took this path in the years that followed. In Taxi Driver (1976), New York, New York (1977), and The Last Waltz (1978), there was no trace of the Italian-American community. On December 30, 1975, Scorsese married journalist Julia Cameron in Libertyville, Illinois. “It was as far as he could get from Little Italy; it represented the ultimate assimilation to the American heartland, the ultimate in self denial,” comments Peter Biskind in Easy Riders, Raging Bulls. When, in 1978, the director made a documentary about his friend and assistant Steven Prince, the title sounded like a declaration: American Boy. Martin Scorsese was in his dark period. In his Los Angeles villa perched on Mulholland Drive, overlooking the San Fernando Valley, he lost himself in a maelstrom of drugs and paranoia among his rock star friends. It would take a stay in the hospital for him to begin to make peace with his past and, above all, to (re)appropriate it.


A Voyage to Sicily


In the summer of 1979, Martin Scorsese was living with his then wife, Isabella Rossellini. During a vacation in Rome, she convinced him to go all the way to Sicily, to Polizzi Generosa and Ciminna, the respective villages of the parents of his father, Charles, and his mother, Catherine. This was the filmmaker’s first visit to the island. In the March 2000 issue of Vanity Fair, Scorsese said, “I felt if I stayed there too long I’d wind up in front of one of those cafés on Sundays drinking coffee, dressed in black, and I’d never make another film. The feeling that I belonged was so primal it was a little unsettling.” On location, Scorsese searched for a distant cousin, but found himself in the middle of a gang war. The cousin went into hiding, and uttering his name aroused suspicion. The director felt like he was in one of his own films. To make up for their mistake in receiving this American relative so badly, the Sicilians contacted the Scorseses in New York to invite them back. Charles, Catherine, and their son made the trip again in 1990.


At the end of the 1970s, Scorsese was also working on Raging Bull. The project was brought to him by Robert De Niro, but Scorsese rejected it for a long time. Then he realized that the story was about him: guilt and redemption, kitchen scenes among Italian Americans in the Bronx.


The film was a commercial failure, and the filmmaker spent several years reacquainting himself with Hollywood. But he took on his Italian heritage with the fervor of a new convert. Becoming friends with Giorgio Armani, he not only directed commercials for the brand, but also dedicated a short film to the designer in 1990, Made in Milan, shot in Italian on the streets of the city and in Armani’s workshop. That was also the year of Goodfellas. Martin Scorsese tells the story of the Mafia, with the smell of olive oil and mozzarella. Henry Hill (Ray Liotta) organizes his drug deals while supervising the cooking of the tomato sauce, shapes his meatballs the way Catherine Scorsese does in Italianamerican, and the gang’s prison cell looks like a trattoria (with a close-up of a razor-sharp garlic clove). Some of the mobsters in Casino (1995) would follow suit. Even those in The Irishman (2019), with their conversations in Italian and their Sicilian ritual of bread dipped in Castello di Gabbiano chianti, are reminiscent of this idea.


The director returned to his personal history with My Voyage to Italy (Il mio viaggio in Italia) (2001), dedicated to postwar Italian cinema. This lengthy documentary follows another on American cinema (A Personal Journey with Martin Scorsese through American Movies, 1995), but the idea was born much earlier. The title says everything about the intimate dimension of the project, a veritable interior journey reviving memories of family TV evenings, when Vittorio De Sica, Roberto Rossellini, or Federico Fellini embodied Italy for little Martin.


Italy in America


While Scorsese once saw himself directing a swords-and-sandals film, Theodora, it was telling the story of Italy in America that motivated him. Gangs of New York (2002) explores what would become Little Italy. His project to bring the life of Frank Sinatra to the screen would be a way of evoking, among other things, the artist’s impact on the perception of the Italian-American community.


In 2007, Scorsese became involved in the American promotion of Golden Door (Nuovomondo) (Emanuele Crialese, 2006), an Italian film about the emigration of a Sicilian family to the United States. He himself would like to make a film about his parents’ youth on the Lower East Side.


“My grandparents came in 1910, 1911, 1909, whatever; and so, this desire to know where I come from, basically, and why my grandparents were that way,” Scorsese said in NPR’s Weekend Edition Sunday in 2007.


His 2020 documentary The Oratorio (Alex Bayer, Jonathan Mann, and Mary Anne Rothberg) deals with a forgotten event of 1826: the first foray into Italian opera in New York, during an evening at the original St. Patrick’s Cathedral, now called St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral, at the instigation of a former Mozart librettist turned grocer in Little Italy. Scorsese leads the narrative from the bays of his childhood church and the old cemetery outside: “This place was something that ultimately affected the way I view the world, the way I hear the world and through my work.” Has Martin Scorsese figured out where he comes from? He certainly knows where his cinema comes from.
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Who’s That Knocking at My Door
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Production Dates: between winter 1965 and summer 1968


Release Dates: November 15, 1967 (for the medium-length feature I Call First), March 14, 1969 (for the feature-length film)


Production: Trimod Films, New York University, Tisch School of the Arts


Producers: Joseph Weill, Haig P. Manoogian, Betzi Manoogian


Production Manager: Barbara Battle


Screenplay: Martin Scorsese, Betzi Manoogian (additional dialogues)


Directors of Photography: Richard H. Coll, Michael Wadleigh (as Michael Wadley), Max Fisher (uncredited)


Assistant Director: Mardik Martin


Film Editor: Thelma Schoonmaker


Sound: John Binder, Jim Datri


Set Decoration: Vic Magnotta


Starring: Harvey Keitel (J.R.); Zina Bethune (The Girl); Michael Scala (Sally Gaga); Harry Northup (Harry); Lennard Kuras (Joey); Wendy Russell (Sally Gaga’s friend); Anne Collette, Tsuai Yu-Lan, Saskia Holleman, and Marijke Boonstra (women in J.R.’s dream); Bill Minkin (Iggy); Robert Uricola (boy with the gun); Catherine Scorsese (mother); Martin Scorsese (a gangster)…


“… it’s the type of picture that was done over such a long period of time that there’s no transition between scenes. You have no idea where people are.”


Martin Scorsese, in Scorsese on Scorsese


SYNOPSIS


Young J.R. lives in New York’s Little Italy neighborhood. He spends most of his time hanging out with a gang of macho, immature friends, going on joyrides, and to drunken parties with one-night stands. These petty thugs and brawlers are already rubbing shoulders with criminals. Filled with contradictions and burdened by a Catholic upbringing, J.R. categorizes women as either untouchable saints or easy girls. When he meets a young blonde woman, The Girl, from a very different background to his own, a complicated love affair begins.





GENESIS


In 1964, Martin Scorsese missed out on his first appointment with Hollywood. He was due to take a six-month internship at Paramount, but at the last minute, the Hollywood studio’s management changed its mind and everything was canceled. So, Scorsese stayed on at New York University and began work on his graduation film.


An Autobiographical Trilogy


Martin Scorsese embraced the teachings of his teacher and mentor Haig P. Manoogian, who instructed him to free himself from the Hollywood format and to allow personal experience to express itself. The young filmmaker had in mind an autobiographically inspired trilogy centered on a character named J.R., whose evolution we follow from the age of eighteen. The first part is entitled Jerusalem, Jerusalem, followed by Bring On the Dancing Girls, and Season of the Witch.


Jerusalem, Jerusalem tells the story of J.R.’s three-day retreat to a monastery. The story harks back to Scorsese’s own (brief) seminary experience, when he saw himself becoming a priest. The subject, however, seemed too out of place for its time and too delicate. He went straight to work on the second part, which would become Who’s That Knocking at My Door (Season of the Witch, in turn, would become Mean Streets).


Bring On the Dancing Girls focuses on life in Little Italy, the streets, and the social rituals. The characters Joey and Sally Gaga are based on real-life Scorsese acquaintances. J.R. remains an avatar of the director, but with nuances. “Marty, in real life, was not a fighter, a troublemaker, he stayed away from that but he was a terrific observer,” recalls his friend and collaborator Mardik Martin, a film student like himself at the time, at New York University, in From the Classroom to the Streets: The Making of Who’s That Knocking at My Door. However, when it comes to his relationship with religion, his inexperience with women, and his sexual inhibition, but also his love of film, Scorsese turns J.R. into a replica of himself.


Marty Revisits Marty


In some ways, Martin Scorsese is revisiting Delbert Mann’s Marty (1955). Set in an Italian-American neighborhood in the Bronx, this film tells the story of a thirty-something man torn between his gang of friends and the woman he falls in love with. The shot of a butcher’s shop at the start of Who’s That Knocking at My Door is a direct reference. The influence of John Cassavetes’s first film, Shadows (1959), is still very much felt, as is that of the European new waves. Scorsese was particularly influenced by Bernardo Bertolucci’s Prima della rivoluzione (Before the Revolution) (1964), seen at the New York Film Festival. Many years later, in 2023 at the BFI London Film Festival, the director commented, “I wanted that. I wanted to be able to express myself that way. It had such a joy of not only filmmaking but of life.” Later, in 1966, he discovered Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Accattone (1961), whose characters reminded him of people he had known in Little Italy. By this time, Bring On the Dancing Girls was being reworked. Two years later, the project led to the feature film Who’s That Knocking at My Door.


CASTING


Who’s That Knocking at My Door is Martin Scorsese’s first feature film. It is also Harvey Keitel’s first film.


An Unknown and a Professional


Harvey Keitel was a twenty-six-year-old complete unknown earning a living as a court clerk and shoe salesman. But he was also taking acting classes. Through a classified ad, he attended an audition for the film. He knew it was a student job and that he would not be paid, but he saw the project as a first experience. He was chosen from dozens of applicants. During a test shoot, he almost came to blows with a rude interlocutor, unaware that the man was an actor. Scorsese had to intervene to explain that this was an improvisation session.


The role of the young woman, simply called The Girl, went to Zina Bethune. A ballet dancer, she later became a choreographer and founded her own company. She made her debut as a child actor in the mid-1950s, before starring in the CBS series The Nurses (1962–1965).


A Poet, a Mother, and a Friend


The Girl was the victim of rape by a former boyfriend, Harry. The scene is played in flashback by Harry Northup. This actor was also taking acting classes and was recommended by Harvey Keitel. He appeared in all Martin Scorsese’s films up to New York, New York (1977), while pursuing a career as a poet.


For an opening sequence heavy on religious symbolism, Scorsese’s mother Catherine prepares and shares a meatloaf with her five children. Robert Uricola, a friend of the filmmaker’s already seen in his short films, also plays a small role in a long, silent party scene.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Production began in 1965 with $6,000 ($59,000 in 2024), obtained through a student loan. No one was paid, there were no filming permits, and black-and-white filming took place on weekends, when the university cameras were available and the actors, who worked during the week, were free. Some of them forget to show up, while others went to the hairdresser between takes, without worrying about the impact on continuity.


A Rickety Set


Martin Scorsese chose to shoot in 35 mm. This involved a cumbersome camera, particularly ill-suited to indoor scenes at the home of the director’s parents or grandparents, when they were away, or in the lobby of Mardik Martin’s apartment building. For J.R. and his friends’ private club, a rickety set was created by Vic Magnotta, who appears in the opening fight scene. He would go on to work as a stuntman.


The exteriors were filmed mainly on Elizabeth and Houston Streets, in Little Italy. He commented in an interview with Edgar Wright at the 2023 BFI London Film Festival: “That was a place that you really couldn’t bring cameras, you can’t mention certain names, you can’t show certain things. It was a delicate situation. So I had to be very careful,” the filmmaker explained in 2023. Nevertheless, he managed to capture scenes, particularly group scenes, that seemed barely acted, like stolen moments. And yet, everything was prepared and storyboarded (Shadows was also highly scripted and rehearsed). “There is nothing in that film that was not intended,” insists Mardik Martin in From the Classroom to the Street. “The dialogue looks improvised but it wasn’t about 80 percent of the time. It was all written out.” It is the authenticity of the characters and their source of inspiration that make them so real.


Just over an hour long, Bring On the Dancing Girls was screened at the New York Film Festival in November 1965. Rejection was unanimous, both from critics and the festival’s influential founder, Richard Roud, who felt that the film “lived aesthetically beyond the means” of its director. There was no plot, and no one understood what Scorsese was trying to say. Individual scenes offer a real novelty of tone, but the whole lacks structure.


Six Months of Rewriting


Like everyone else, Haig P. Manoogian was disappointed in the film. Nevertheless, he found the passages with J.R. and his gang outstanding. It was the overly elliptical romance between J.R. and an unnamed girl that he felt needed to be developed to flesh out the story. For six months, Martin Scorsese rewrote his script. Manoogian, his wife Betzi, and a former student turned lawyer, Joseph Weill, contributed $37,000 for a new four-week shoot. Harvey Keitel was recalled and the original actress was replaced by Zina Bethune. Some scenes were reshot and new ones added. Two narratives intersect. On the one hand, J.R.’s wanderings on the Lower East Side; on the other, his tormented relationship with The Girl. Episodes concerning the latter will have flashback status, even though this was not always clear-cut.


Bring On the Dancing Girls cinematographer Richard H. Coll was no longer available, so Michael Wadleigh assumed this role. He had worked on an experimental film inspired by cinema verité, David Holzman’s Diary (Jim McBride, 1967), and would later direct Woodstock (1970). This time, for economical reasons, the film was shot in 16 mm, then blown up to 35 mm, but the lighter equipment also gave Scorsese more freedom. He took the couple out on the rooftops, filming some shots as if they were on hidden camera.


“I would drive the car with the cameraman on the front for a dolly shot and I learned to tie into power sources in the basement,” recounted editor Thelma Schoonmaker in 2013. She met Scorsese on his first short film. With this new collaboration, she had her name in the credits of one of the director’s films for the first time.


Music: Driving the Action


From shooting to editing, Martin Scorsese pulled out all the stops. The meeting between J.R. and the young woman in the waiting room of the Staten Island ferry becomes a virtuoso moment. The five-minute sequence is followed by increasingly complex cuts as J.R. becomes bolder in his attempt at seduction. In a process that would become the director’s trademark, pop music (in this case, many vocal groups) no longer serves as a mere soundtrack. It becomes a driving force behind the action, a narrative element. Composer Ray Barretto’s “El Watusi” goes so far as to replace ambient sound and vocal outbursts during an unbridled party, filmed in slow motion. Guns are passed around as if they were toys in the hands of unruly kids.


Far from keeping Hollywood at bay, Scorsese infuses the dialogue and relationships between his characters with his own cinephile references. J.R. and The Girl discuss John Wayne, Lee Marvin, The Searchers, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (John Ford, 1956 and 1962), King of Kings (Nicholas Ray, 1961), Rio Bravo (Howard Hawks, 1959). A practice also destined for posterity.


In Search of a Distributor


At this stage, Bring On the Dancing Girls, retitled I Call First, was presented at the Chicago International Film Festival in 1967, but failed to find a distributor. Martin Scorsese resorted to odd jobs (editing newsreels for CBS, working on an episode of The Monkees). His marriage fell apart. Mardik Martin became a waiter. But the two men continued to write together. They even planned a pornographic film entitled This Film Could Save Your Marriage.


Finally, in the summer of 1968, Haig P. Manoogian, once again, reached an agreement with New York distributor Joseph Brenner. Brenner specialized in exploitation films, particularly erotic ones. He agreed to I Call First, but only on condition that he add a sex scene (which he financed), to take advantage of the liberalization of morals at the time. At the time, Scorsese was in Amsterdam at the home of Richard H. Coll, his cinematographer turned cameraman working on Flemish-language commercials.


A Music Video Before Its Time


In August 1968, Harvey Keitel made the trip to the Netherlands. He found himself in the studio of Coll’s boss, Max Fisher, for two days of 35 mm filming with four naked women. Among them was Frenchwoman Anne Collette, seen in Jean-Luc Godard’s Charlotte et son Jules (Charlotte and Her Boyfriend) (1960). Fisher held the camera, Coll having fallen ill. Scorsese turned this sequence into a veritable exercise in wordless style, the editing following the developments of “The End” by The Doors. A music video before its time. There is a clear break in tone with the rest of the film (as is Harvey Keitel’s age difference), even though the director tries to maintain a certain consistency of rationale. This passage depicts J.R.’s sexual fantasies in the midst of a discussion with The Girl about Angie Dickinson’s character in Rio Bravo.


The film was released in 1969 on one last condition: the title had to be changed. I Call First became Who’s That Knocking at My Door, a reference to the song by the Genies heard at the end of the film. As if to echo its chaotic gestation, the film was released in Los Angeles in February 1970 under an even more modified title: J.R.


RECEPTION


I Call First received a rave review from Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times in 1969, praising both the technical and artistic qualities, and the authenticity of this slice of life for young Americans. Ebert acknowledged the film’s structural flaws, but marveled at its truthful ethos and found the two lead actors perfect. Variety’s review in September 1968 was scathing. For the New York Times, Scorsese’s talent was obvious, and his film was “more intense and sincere than most commercial releases,” even though it was still considered too academic. In November 1970, the film received good reviews at the Sorrento Film Festival in Italy. Scorsese met Francis Ford Coppola there for the first time.


The commercial failure of Who’s That Knocking at My Door left Scorsese, married with children, somewhat destitute. With few other prospects, he returned to university, this time as a film lecturer.




From One Mentor to Another


After the failure of Who’s That Knocking at My Door in the cinemas, Haig P. Manoogian advised Scorsese to stop telling stories about Italian Americans. But the film had an admirer: John Cassavetes himself. Time critic Jay Cocks had told him about it and Cassavetes was captivated by the film, and never ceased to encourage Scorsese to explore this vein. He took him under his wing at a difficult time, giving him a job as assistant sound editor on Minnie and Moskowitz (1971) and a place to sleep on the film set.







Jukebox


“Don’t Ask Me to Be Lonely”


by The Dubs (1957)


This love lament begins in the background of J.R.’s kitchen, as if coming from a radio. The Girl reveals that she was raped by an ex-boyfriend in her car, with the car radio at full volume. The song suddenly takes center stage over the flashback of the assault.


















Blondes, Mothers, and Madonnas



Women of Dreams


Fascinated by the image of the blonde bombshell, that primal American dream of the Italian male and fantasy of Hitchcock film buffs, Scorsese’s antihero generally has a rudimentary, biblical vision of women—mother, saint, or prostitute—which reality is quick to contradict or complicate. Scorsese’s cinema is not overly masculine; it is his male characters who are like children in the face of the female form. Otherwise, he would not have given birth to such strong roles as Barbara Hershey in Boxcar Bertha, Ellen Burstyn in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, Michelle Pfeiffer and Winona Ryder in The Age of Innocence, Sharon Stone in Casino, or Lily Gladstone in Killers of the Flower Moon.
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Street Scenes 1970


[image: ]


Documentary


[image: Flag icon.] United States


[image: Clock icon.] 1 hr 15 mins


[image: Reel icon.] Black and white/color


[image: Speaker icon.] Mono


[image: Display size icon.] 1.33:1


Production Dates: May 7, 8, and 9, 1970


Release Date: September 14, 1970


Production: New York Cinetracts Collective


Preproduction Supervisor: Nick Tanis


Postproduction Supervisor: Rani Kaplan


Production Coordinators: Paul Asselin, Mitchell Block, Harry Peck Bolles, Tim Curnen, Ira Fogel, Chris Norrie, Nick Tanis


Production Supervisor and Postproduction Director: Martin Scorsese


Camera Operators: Nancy Bennett, Harry Peck Bolles, John Butman, Dick Catron, Fred Elmes, Bill Etra, Tom Famighetti, Peter Flynn, Robert Foresta, David Freeberg, Tiger Graham, Fred Hadley, Tony Janetti, Arnold Klein, Don Lenzer, Ron Levitas, Didier Loiseau, David Ludwig, Bob Pitts, Laura Primakoff, Peter Rea, Danny Schneider, Gordon Stein, Oliver Stone, Edward Summer, Bruce Tabor, Nat Tripp, Stan Weiser, Bob Zahn


Film Editors: Angela Kirby, Maggie Koven, Gerry Pallor, Peter Rea, Thelma Schoonmaker, Larry Tisdall, Edward Summer (uncredited)


Sound Recording and Interviews: Marty Andrews, Harry Peck Bolles, Jim Brown, Dick Catron, Michael Eppy, Ron Levitas, David Ludwig, Peter Rea, Danny Schneider, Gordon Stein, Josh Stein, Edward Summer, Bruce Tabor, Stan Weiser, Bob Zahn






OEBPS/images/Art_uline1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_track.jpg





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





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_clock.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_frole.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_speak.jpg





OEBPS/images/9798894140704.jpg
MARTIN
SCORSESE

ALL THE FILMS

The Story Behind Every Movie, Episode, and Short

OLIVIER BOUSQUET, ARNAUD DEVILLARD, AND NICOLAS SCHALLER





OEBPS/images/Art_flag.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_insta.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
MARTIN
SCORSESE

ALL THE FILMS

The Story Behind Every Movie, Episode, and Short

OLIVIER BOUSQUET, ARNAUD DEVILLARD, AND NICOLAS SCHALLER

BLACK DOG
& LEVENTHAL
ssssssssss





OEBPS/images/Art_fb.jpg





