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The burning sands will become pools,


and the thirsty ground, springs of water…


A highway will be there


called the Holy Way…


no fools shall go astray on it.


No lion will be there…


It is for those with a journey to make.


Isaiah 35:7–9

















FOREWORD BY LEONARDO DICAPRIO



Martin Scorsese and I met for the first time in the early ’90s in, of course, the East Village in New York City. I was just eighteen years old and What’s Eating Gilbert Grape had just come out. Marty was rushing out of an event as I was walking in. I immediately recognized him, but I had no reason to believe he even knew who I was. Then he stopped, looked at me, and said, “Hey, kid, you did a terrific job in that picture, I hope we get to work together one day.” I was stunned.


My connection to Martin Scorsese goes back further than that afternoon in the hotel lobby. It goes back to my father, who, when I told him I wanted to be an actor, said to me, “If you’re going to act in movies, there are two people you need to watch and learn from: Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro. It doesn’t get any better.”


At fourteen, I gave myself a crash course in film history, starting with Marty’s filmography. I was riveted. The film that hit me the hardest was Taxi Driver. As a young man, I identified with Travis’s loneliness, his longing, and his awkwardness. And then, when he tried to assassinate the presidential candidate, he betrayed the audience, he betrayed me. I had never experienced anything like Taxi Driver. That character and that film marked me forever.


Years went by, and I went on and did a number of other films, culminating with the success of Titanic. I was in a unique position, given the freedom to make decisions unlike ever before. Everyone was asking me what kind of pictures I wanted to make and whom I wanted to make them with. I had one answer: “Martin Scorsese.” Then an opportunity came. Gangs of New York. Making that film gave me an understanding of the magnitude of his artistry, it elevated my interest and passion in movies and the craft of acting more than I could have ever imagined. It was a life-changing experience.


Over the last twenty years, I’ve been lucky enough to have made five more films with Marty, and each one has not only been its own unique creative experience but also an education in film history. Cinema is in Marty’s DNA, and of course he’s never stopped tirelessly fighting for its survival and development as an art form. After all, no one knows cinema as he does.


When we’re preparing for a project, he will screen older, classic movies for all the actors to give us ideas for character behavior, rhythms of speech, and body language.


The actual shoot is a whole different kind of learning experience. Marty is always open to the actors’ ideas and instincts. His relationships with the actors he works with are so paramount that the plot seems secondary. The truth, the humanity of these people that he’s putting up on screen is always his focus. He will not stop until he’s created something alive and lasting.


As one would, I find it difficult to encapsulate the breadth of what Marty himself has contributed to cinema history.


Having spent many hours watching films together, he was the first to show me Italian Neorealist classics: De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves, Shoeshine, and Umberto D., and Rossellini’s Paisan. It was during those screenings that I realized how he was inspired to bring a gritty truth to American cinema that never existed before. Certainly, for his generation. It’s all there very early on in Mean Streets, an intensely personal movie made from the eyes of a young voyeur, expressing the truth of life he’d discovered through cinema.


This was a conscious effort of a young artist, an outsider, creating a new cinematic language. In many ways, he has done for American filmmaking what Marlon Brando did for the art of acting.


Like any great artist, Marty cannot be defined by one genre or medium. He continues to challenge himself, never afraid to experiment with new concepts and advancements. He has been bold in the choices he has made and the stories he has told, achieving higher levels of artistry by always challenging his own outlook.


He has set a new standard for filmmaking, a standard he’s maintained for fifty years and counting.


More than even the films we’ve made together, Marty has given me something invaluable, something that I will carry for a lifetime: a profound appreciation for the art of cinema and a full understanding of just how blessed I am to be a part of its history. I am fortunate to have collaborated so many times with a cinematic legend, but even more so to have found a cinematic father, teacher, and friend in this ever-changing industry. He’s a modest man, so it’s hard to do justice to the magnitude of all that he’s contributed. But in all honesty, I can’t imagine what the world, or cinema, would be like without him.




We love you, Marty,


Leonardo DiCaprio


















FOREWORD BY STEVEN SPIELBERG



My movies are whispers. Marty’s movies are shouts. There are a few things we have in common, though, even if they’re not always apparent. There’s our friendship, first of all. I’ve known him for the better part of two decades now, and for most of that time (he doesn’t know this), I’ve been a bit in awe of him.


And then there’s all the emotion; that’s another thing. Both of us make movies that provoke strong reactions. Movies that make an audience respond. The difference is that Marty does this all on his own terms. He doesn’t fret about what’s going to “work,” or “not work,” for an audience. His concern is what’s true to his characters and what’s right for their feelings. If he can work that out—and he always does—then he goes right ahead and lets the audience catch up with him. And if they don’t, Marty doesn’t wait around for them. I admire that too. Maybe I even envy it a little.


Francis Coppola also takes those big chances. He goes his own way. That’s the best way, and that’s why I think Francis and Marty are the two best filmmakers working in America right now. They are artists, of course. But they are also great explorers, always taking risks, always crossing emotional frontiers, always striking out for fresh territory.


Being with Marty is like watching one of his movies. It’s a kinetic experience. There’s a greeting, warm and fast, and then you go spinning off on a dizzying ride full of ideas, memories, wisecracks, and personal investigations. For anyone who hasn’t had the luck to spend some time with Marty, watching him act is a good guide to what it can be like. Think of the characters he’s played (and played well too): the gunman in Mean Streets, the passenger full of murderous rage in Taxi Driver, the volatile club owner in Tavernier’s Round Midnight. You can’t trust these guys. You can’t trust what they’re thinking and you can’t predict what they’re going to do. It’s the same with Marty himself, with one big difference. There’s something threatening about all these characters. But the only thing you risk being with Marty is a sudden, drastic loss of energy. It’s hard keeping pace with the guy.


In his movies, Marty sets the pace, along with a punishingly high standard. He makes movies about things that a lot of us are afraid to admit we even think about. Movies like Mean Streets and Raging Bull and The Last Temptation of Christ make us confront troubling thoughts and stormy feelings, then make us understand them. Lots of directors can make movies that make you feel things easily, temporarily. Marty’s movies can change you, and they cling to your heart forever.















FOREWORD BY MICHAEL POWELL



What was that flash of genius, just now, that illuminated the Croisette at Cannes and the SoHo district of New York? Scorsese’s Life Lessons, one of the most perfect short films since Astruc’s Le Rideau Cramoisi. Who nearly succeeded in making a new man out of Newman? Who made “taxi” a four-letter word? Who was the matador who tamed the raging bull? Who was it who turned the mean streets that had shaped him into a stairway to heaven? Martin Scorsese. Who was it who taught the Bible-thumpers that the true meaning of God is love?


And he’s only just started! This is all apprentice work. The great sermons are to come. We are going to see many more. We are going to see the hearts of men laid bare. We are going to be shown what waits for us on the other side of the wall called convention. We are going to learn a very great deal.


Martin Scorsese is a sensualist. He enjoys good wine, good food, good clothes. He is personally attractive. His friendship is valued by his friends. To his collaborators, he is a conundrum. He has never heard of logic. He knows very little about life. He knows that when you are dead, you begin to smell. Making a film is, for Martin Scorsese, a happiness and a torture. For us, his audience, it is a promise that sweetens the whole year.


—Michael Powell


Michael Powell wrote this appreciation of Martin Scorsese’s films not long before his death in February 1990. Requiescat in pace.















INTERVIEW WITH MARTIN SCORSESE, 2022



“Zoom suits Marty,” I thought during our May 2022 discussion of his most recent works, as well as some of the major themes that have always occupied his artistic focus. He was so present there on the screen—shaping his thoughts into words, at first with great deliberation, then speeding up as one idea sparked another, accompanied by that unique laugh of his. And the gestures! So immediate, so alive.


Somehow, he had managed to inject the same energy and enthusiasm into the letters he wrote to me beginning in 1966 when I was a Sister of Providence in formation at St. Mary-of-the-Woods College in Indiana. I’d read an article about the new phenomenon of film schools and the NYU student who’d won the Producers Guild Award for his short It’s Not Just You, Murray, and I’d sent a request to the university: Could I please borrow a print so that I could compare the film to James Joyce’s short story “Grace” for my senior thesis?


Two weeks later a brown shipping case arrived. I undid the straps to discover a single sixteen-millimeter reel and a note from the director, Martin Scorsese. He said that he had considered a religious vocation himself, had spent a year in the seminary, and was happy to help me with my project. Those wonderful letters began arriving—a whole course in film theory and filmmaking. In November 1967, wearing full habit, I attended the premiere of Who’s That Knocking at My Door? at the Playboy Theater during the Chicago Film Festival. But the director wasn’t there, and I didn’t meet him until 1970, two years after I left the convent. At his suggestion, I registered for fabled teacher Haig Manoogian’s Sight and Sound summer course at NYU, then got to know Marty’s parents and meet Father Principe, his priest mentor.


As we talked via Zoom, I was reminded of how Marty’s father, Charlie, would begin his stories: “Now I’m going back a lot of years.” Yes. But as this internationally acclaimed artist who has won so many accolades, including the 2006 Academy Award, approaches his eightieth birthday, he still credits his parents, Father Principe, and Haig Manoogian with making him who he is. They speak again in this book, along with Scorsese’s collaborators, on those early pictures that have become modern classics, engaging audiences and inspiring young filmmakers today.


Now Marty is getting a kick out of the fact that I am zooming from Dublin, Joyce’s city, staying at the Intercontinental Hotel where in 2017 the president of Ireland presented him with the Irish Film and Television Academy’s John Ford Award while he is in the midst of completing his own western.


Killers of the Flower Moon is based on David Grann’s 2017 nonfiction examination of the targeted murders of members of the Osage Nation in the 1920s when the oil discovered on their land made them some of the richest people in the world.


MARTIN SCORSESE: What happened is outrageous. Crazy. Pure evil. We worked with the Osage people to tell the story properly. It’s interesting that when I was growing up, from 1950 to 1954, there were a number of movies made by Hollywood that did try to be pro–Native American. Though sadly, the lead characters were played by white actors. But in Robert Aldrich’s Apache, The Devil’s Doorway by Anthony Mann, and Delmer Daves’s Broken Arrow with Jimmy Stewart, there was some attempt to balance things. And I remembered those. Of course, in our picture every Native character is played by a Native American person, and the Osage community has a big presence in the film. Ellen Lewis did the casting along with our Native casting director, Rene Haynes. I’ve worked with Ellen since New York Stories in 1989. She’s great.
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Since Mean Streets in 1973, Martin Scorsese and Robert DeNiro have been collaborating on films that are contemporary cinema classics. DeNiro will appear in Flowers of the Killer Moon, their tenth film together.


MARTIN SCORSESE: Bob knows me so well, he forces me to look in a certain way. He would bring things to me that he liked, and I would discover that I had a connection to the subject also. We share an interest in character, in psychology, in emotion. DiCaprio is another one. Leo and I—there is a thirty-year difference in our ages and yet we share a similar curiosity, and that keeps things alive. It’s very interesting what he [DiCaprio] does in this new film, the character he embraces. He hit me at the right time of life, when my life changed, when I realized not every work has to have the ferocity of a Taxi Driver or a Raging Bull. Even Goodfellas has humor to it that the others don’t have.


As you age, you experience life differently. If you can still be an artist—good, bad, or indifferent—you still have to interpret what you see around you. That interpretation changes according to how you change. What kind of person are you becoming? Do you close off to other people, or do you open up? What kind of art does that produce? Art, or entertainment, even?


Leo, with his energy and curiosity—it’s been a blessing. A blessing. He hit me at the right time, just as those changes were occurring. Years ago, DeNiro had called me when they did This Boy’s Life in 1993. He said, “This young kid is very good. You’ve got to work with him sometime.” But I didn’t meet Leo until 1999 when he came to the set of Bringing Out the Dead. Now we’ve been working together for twenty years.
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Scorsese and DiCaprio have now collaborated on six feature films: Gangs of New York (2002), The Aviator (2004), The Departed (2006), Shutter Island (2010), The Wolf of Wall Street (2013)—and Killers of the Flower Moon (2022) is forthcoming with Robert DeNiro.


MARTIN SCORSESE: Killers of the Flower Moon is a big movie, an epic, and yet it becomes very internal. It’s intense. We end with an Osage community dance. At the beginning of filming in Oklahoma, I witnessed the I’Lon Shka, the ceremonial dance. I’ve never seen anything like it. The dancers form a circle and dance around the drum in full regalia. The sound of the bells on their ankles along with the drums—I’ve never heard anything quite like it. And they go on for days. I was inspired to include a traditional dance in the movie. But ceremonial dances cannot be filmed; they are sacred. However, the Osage volunteered to dance around the drum in a communal celebration for the finale of the movie.
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The Osage News of May 20, 2022, reported that during filming the dance was closed to the public, and it was only Osage cast and Osage crew members, along with family and friends, who were present. The paper quoted Scorsese, who said, “Thank you for the love you put into this film. We appreciate you. We appreciate the Osage People and we are so grateful for your participation.” The newspaper went on to report that social media was flooded with photos taken by the Osage People with Scorsese and other members of the production team who had become close with the Osage community.


MARTIN SCORSESE: The rituals and beliefs of the Osage People are quite extraordinary. Many of the characters in the picture were also Catholic. Mollie Burkhart [the Osage woman at the center of the story] is Catholic. But they were trying to hold on to their traditional beliefs as best they could. Now a younger generation is reconnecting with the old ways. You see that in the dance, and some of that struggle of the older generation is in the film.
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Martin Scorsese’s interest in religion is also reflected in The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), Kundun (1997), and Silence (2016). His relationship to his own Catholicism continues to shape his life and led to an association with Pope Francis that amazed and gratified the director.


MARTIN SCORSESE: How does one even contemplate meeting a pope? Let alone appearing with the Holy Father in a book and documentary… and here I was the director who had made what was considered a controversial movie, The Last Temptation of Christ. But then in 2015 I began shooting Silence based on the [Shūsaku] Endō novel I read in 1989 when I was in Japan to play Vincent van Gogh in Kurosawa’s Dreams. I was strongly affected by the novel. It tells the story of Jesuit missionaries in seventeenth-century Japan, a history well known to Jesuits today.


For Silence, we had Jesuit technical advisers. The actors went through the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola. Andrew Garfield completed the full Spiritual Exercises over the course of six months with Father James Martin as his spiritual director. By the time we were finished shooting in Taiwan, there was talk of showing the movie in the Vatican—the first official screening of the film was at the Vatican Film Library in Palazzo San Carlo. There were maybe fifty people there. I was told Pope Francis knew about it and that he watched it later.


After that we were invited to meet the pope—my wife, Helen, the producers of the picture, and me. It was so special. I mean, here was a pope so devoted to St. Francis of Assisi that he took his name. Growing up, I was fascinated by St. Francis. If you go back to Charlie in Mean Streets, he admired St. Francis, although as his girlfriend Theresa reminds him, “St. Francis didn’t run numbers.” My favorite religious film was The Flowers of St. Francis by Roberto Rossellini. But I even liked the more lightweight presentations, like the one starring Bradford Dillman. So here I was with Pope Francis, a Jesuit, who had seen Silence!


I was, of course, very taken by him. I asked if he had gone to Japan yet and he hadn’t. As he was leaving, I mentioned that Andrew Garfield had gone through all the Spiritual Exercises and that Father James Martin, our technical adviser, had said now he was qualified to begin studying for the priesthood. “Instead,” I told Pope Francis, “you got me.” He laughed.


So that was the first time we met. But then Father Spadaro, also a Jesuit, got in touch and told me that Pope Francis wanted to do a book about the wisdom of the elders, to be able to share our lives—our life experiences. I thought that would be very interesting. To me, Pope Francis seemed to embody the very essence of Christianity as Francis of Assisi did. St. Francis told his disciples to “go out and preach the gospel. And sometimes you can use words.”


We all fail, but not giving up, we try again. The way Andrew’s character, Rodrigues, in Silence does. He keeps his faith until the end. And the pope, too, was saying that people make mistakes but try to rectify them. Rather than excluding those who fail, the pope talks about inclusion for everybody. For so long the emphasis was on exclusion, but if you believe every human being is unique, is important, has a soul, then you don’t exclude anyone.


When we were making The Last Temptation of Christ, the actors who were playing the apostles and I used to say, “If Jesus were here now, he’d be on Eighth Avenue and Fifty-Fourth Street with the prostitutes and drug addicts!” Especially those who’ve been on the streets a long time. Why choose those in power over the ones truly in need? This seems to be the message coming from Pope Francis.


The book Sharing the Wisdom of Time was a beautiful presentation with very interesting people. Great insights from the pope. There was an idea to do a documentary, and Father Spadaro invited me to be part of the segment on love with my daughter, Francesca, interviewing me.
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Stories of a Generation—with Pope Francis aired on Netflix in November 2021.


MARTIN SCORSESE: A lot of what I learned in the world came from Father Principe. He was really important, along with my father and mother and everyone else around me—good, bad, or indifferent. I grew up in a pretty rough area, and I’ve always had bad asthma so I really couldn’t be part of that world. I couldn’t run, couldn’t play sports. I was always the outsider. So as an outsider, what do you do? You try to make sense of who you are and what your life is and what’s important. I saw that the value of life was in other people, in sharing experiences with other people through storytelling. For me, that was through cinema, through movies. I did not grow up in a reading culture. And where I come from, people couldn’t afford theater tickets, so it was always movies and TV.


So here was the world around me, those streets, the family discussions. Those families! Chekhovian! Some right out of Sean O’Casey. And gangsters. I grew up around all that and saw people trying to keep a decent family together to give you the right sense of what’s important in life. And I wanted to share that world with other people.


I thought at first I could do it through a religious vocation. But I simply wasn’t suited for the priesthood. And yet I wanted to share what to me were these interesting experiences I was living through. I wanted to express them. Could I possibly put them up on the screen?


Now… I caught a moment when movies were breaking down. Hollywood was breaking down. John Cassavetes’s Shadows and works like Shirley Clarke’s films showed you could make a narrative film about your own life or about things that ordinarily would not be made in Hollywood. So that was new.


I remember my father telling stories and saying, “But they’d never make a film like that.”


And I’d think, what if you did make a film like that?


And then I met Haig Manoogian, my teacher at NYU. It’s not that he said to me, “Go make a film about trying to live a decent religious existence in a world run by gangsters,” as I would do in Mean Streets and other movies. No, he didn’t say that. He helped me express myself on film using the new alphabet that was being created in cinema in the late ’50s and early ’60s. The French New Wave, the Italians, the British, the American Underground were taking cinema apart and starting all over again. So in a sense I found my vocation through cinema.


In a few months, I’ll be eighty. And it’s surprising the kind of pictures I got made.


Some of the hardest stuff I went through in the early ’80s is documented in this book. Through it all my parents really sustained me. My mother was always great, very honest. She would just say something, but with a sense of humor. My father was more severe. But my mother made you laugh all the way to the emergency room. My daughter, Francesca, has a lot of my mother in her; she has her sense of humor. As I look back, it’s still my parents who were the greatest influences, along with Haig Manoogian and Father Principe. They made me who I am.
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In December 2021, New York University announced that the Martin Scorsese Institute of Global Cinematic Arts would be established through a major gift from the Hobson/Lucas Family Foundation, created by Mellody Hobson, co-CEO of Ariel Investments, and George Lucas. The Institute would “celebrate the past while creating the future.” Scorsese replied to the announcement, “Such a singular and remarkable honor for me. I thank my old dear friend George Lucas, his wife, Mellody Hobson, and their remarkable foundation for this honor. Their generosity of spirit and deed is deeply moving for me and doubly so since this state-of-the-art institute will be housed at my beloved alma mater, the Tisch School of the Arts. I only wish my parents were around to see this. They would be so proud.”


MARTIN SCORSESE: Unbelievable! Unbelievable! It’s unbelievable because that school saved me. It opened my mind. I was coming from a Catholic education, grade school and high school. Of course, I was getting another education on the street. And Father Principe had opened my mind, giving me books by Dwight Macdonald, Graham Greene, and James Joyce. But primarily with Catholic education, the emphasis is on rules, and my grades weren’t that good. I couldn’t get into Fordham. My thinking was restricted, I guess you’d say. But I was able to get into NYU. The first thing that struck me was that you were allowed three cuts in a class. You could miss a class three times for no reason at all. And I asked, “Why?”


They said, “Well, it’s your money, your education. You don’t want to come, don’t come.”


And that kind of made me mad. I said, “Screw you, I’m coming.”


I think a lot of my motivation in general does have to do with anger, but in a constructive way. Though it did turn on me a few times, and that can be self-destructive. My anger came from being in the streets, from not being able to be part of the group. Anger from what I experienced growing up and anger at the world around me. But anger can be expressed as the word caring too. Anger can be constructive.


I grew up on Elizabeth Street, which is a block away from the Bowery. The Bowery at that time was the end of people’s lives. They were dying in the streets there. I watched them become dehumanized and watched everybody else dehumanize them. And you begin to feel it in yourself. Yet at the same time there was a Catholic Worker House there and Father Principe had Dorothy Day come and speak to us at the Youth Center we had on Mulberry Street. She had real guts; to live on the Bowery… not to just take care of the poor, but to live with the poor. Now, we know about Dorothy Day but there are many names we don’t know. We don’t hear about Catholic Charities who are taking care of the sick, the hopelessly sick. The ones constantly getting drunk, constantly taking drugs, the agony of that. Yet there are people able to help them, embrace them, and in a real sense they are saints.


One reason we did Bringing Out the Dead was to focus on those people, those workers. Joe Connelly, who wrote the book, went back to work with EMS at the New York hospital, right around the corner.


Those are the stories I wanted to tell. I did try to make “Hollywood-style” films, but they turned out differently from what people wanted to see, I guess. I was trying to reflect what I was experiencing. For example, the opening shot in The Irishman starts in a nursing home. In the past ten to fifteen years, I’ve spent a lot of time in those places visiting friends and family. There is real pain in those places. You are sitting there and you are waiting and you are waiting, and time stretches. Time takes on another meaning or no meaning at all. And you just give yourself over to what has to be done for other people. You may pull back at first. You may try to fight it but you’ve got to give in, give in to the situation and go with it. And try to help the best you can. Acceptance, that’s the word.


So that’s where I am now. Trying to tell these stories. Looking back at all the influences, so many are discussed in this book. And it all hit at the right time. There were movies like On the Waterfront and East of Eden. I’ve maintained some wonderful connections with places from my childhood. I hosted The Oratorio on PBS in St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral, my own church—the place where Italian opera was first introduced to New York City in 1826 by Lorenzo Da Ponte, who was a librettist for Mozart. Glorious to fill that sacred space with music and to think of my parents, of Father Principe, of all the immigrants who brought the culture of the old world to the new… and to think of Charlie in Mean Streets, who stood before the vigil lights in that same church, asking questions I’m still trying to answer.















CAST OF CHARACTERS



IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE






	MARTIN SCORSESE






	CHARLES SCORSESE

	Martin Scorsese’s father; made cameo appearances in many of his films; featured in Italianamerican, Raging Bull, and Goodfellas.






	CATHERINE SCORSESE

	Martin Scorsese’s mother; made cameo appearances in many of his films; featured in It’s Not Just You, Murray!, Mean Streets, Italianamerican, The King of Comedy, and Goodfellas.






	FRANK SCORSESE

	Martin Scorsese’s brother.






	FATHER FRANK PRINCIPE

	Priest at St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral when Martin Scorsese was growing up.






	MARDIK MARTIN

	Screenwriter who shaped the script for Mean Streets and collaborated on scripts for Raging Bull and New York, New York.






	IRA RUBIN aka ALEX ROBESON

	Murray in It’s Not Just You, Murray!







	HARVEY KEITEL

	J.R. in Who’s That Knocking at My Door?, Charlie in Mean Streets, Sport, the pimp in Taxi Driver, Alice’s psychotic lover Ben in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, and Judas in The Last Temptation of Christ.






	THELMA SCHOONMAKER

	Edited Who’s That Knocking at My Door?, Raging Bull, The King of Comedy, After Hours, The Color of Money, The Last Temptation of Christ, New York Stories: Life Lessons, Goodfellas, and Cape Fear. Won the Academy Award for Best Editing for Raging Bull.






	HAIG MANOOGIAN

	Established the film department at New York University. Taught Scorsese and financed Who’s That Knocking at My Door?, Scorsese’s first feature.






	JAY COCKS

	Screenwriter and Time magazine critic. Longtime friend who worked with Scorsese on various drafts of The Last Temptation of Christ.






	OLIVER STONE

	Academy Award–winning director. Scorsese’s student at NYU in the late 1960s.






	CHARLES MILNE

	Chairman of the Department of Film and Television at the Tisch School of the Arts at NYU. Student at NYU in the late 1960s.






	BARBARA HERSHEY

	Bertha in Boxcar Bertha and Mary Magdalene in The Last Temptation of Christ.






	ROBERT DE NIRO

	Johnny Boy in Mean Streets, Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver, Jimmy Doyle in New York, New York, Jake LaMotta in Raging Bull, Rupert Pupkin in The King of Comedy, Jimmy Conway in Goodfellas, and Max Cady in Cape Fear. Won the Academy Award for Best Actor for Raging Bull.
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INTRODUCTION



“No, actually, I met Martin Scorsese twenty-five years ago in the mop room of the convent where I was studying to be a nun.”


That rattled Antonio’s espresso cup and halted the conversation we had begun on the terrace of the Excelsior Hotel on the Lido, headquarters for the 1988 Venice Film Festival, where Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ was to have its European premiere.


Antonio had already told me that for him Scorsese was “the most important American director—a European’s sensibility, yet molto Hollywood.” Although he was a film critic for a prominent Italian chain of newspapers, Antonio, like many of his continental colleagues, wrote from an intellectual perspective on art and culture. I was not to confuse him with the packs of paparazzi, tabloid reporters, and TV crews who jammed the hotel’s lobby. They had come from all over the world, drawn by the controversy that boiled up when fundamentalist groups in the United States attacked The Last Temptation of Christ as blasphemous. The media hoped for a demonstration here in Venice, or at least picket lines. Banner headlines on the cover of the Italian magazine Eva Express proclaimed, “Gesù Nudo. Excommunicate Scorsese. Photos inside.” In fact, everyone in Eva was mostly “nudo,” caught unaware by Eva’s long lens. This included a matronly Mrs. Luciano Pavarotti, who had mistakenly assumed she was sunbathing in private. And they had the nerve to condemn Scorsese.


“That’s what comes from religion,” Antonio had said. “Why would a sophisticated artist like Scorsese choose a religious—the religious—subject?” His shrug implied that serious Europeans left such preoccupations to right-wing politicians and anthropologists interested in folklore.


And why were we at the festival? he had asked. I told him that I was a writer working on a book about Scorsese—an oral history, really—which would include interviews with his collaborators: actors, writers, cinematographers, his parents, early teachers. My husband was the photographer on the project.


And had I met Scorsese?


Yes.


Here in Venice?


No.


In Hollywood? In New York?


No. No.


And so we come to the mop room. In 1966, when I was a college undergraduate and candidate for the religious life, my two favorite subjects were James Joyce and the movies. No conflict there. Didn’t Fellini, Antonioni, and Bergman use the cinematic equivalent of Joyce’s stream-of-consciousness, nonlinear narrative, and many-leveled allusions? And didn’t Joyce’s work resemble the movies, with its flashbacks, flash-forwards, montages, and cross-cutting? Joyce’s epiphany theory also described what film at its best could do: create a pattern in which “the relation of the parts… are adjusted to the special point, [so that] we recognise that it is that thing which it is. Its soul, its whatness, leaps to us from the vestment of its appearance. The soul of the commonest object, the structure of which is so adjusted, seems to us radiant. The object achieves its epiphany” (Stephen Hero). (I didn’t say that word for word to Antonio—I looked it up later.)


At that time, I wanted to devise a topic for my senior thesis that would allow me to explore this idea further. By the greatest happenstance or providence, I found an article about a then-new phenomena—student filmmakers. Martin Scorsese’s prize-winning film It’s Not Just You, Murray! was described as an innovatively structured comedy that used parody. It sounded intriguing, and I wrote to him at New York University asking to see it. He sent a print. As it turned out, Murray reminded me a great deal of Joyce’s story “Grace.” Both were the work of young artists beginning their careers, with themes at the heart of their art. Both men found significance in everyday objects; both used parody and stylistic allusions; both concerned themselves with the salvation of an ordinary guy from the neighborhood and provided the audience with an epiphany the main character chooses not to see.


“All very interesting,” said Antonio, “but you call that meeting Scorsese?”


“Wait—I have to tell you about the letters.”


“Letters?”


“Yes—twelve and fifteen pages long, single-spaced on legal-sized sheets, jammed with such an enthusiasm for movies that words ran together and the pressure he applied to the keys left the paper riddled with holes.”


“As he talks,” Antonio said.


“Exactly!”


Scorsese sent me reading lists. He recommended Famous Screenplays as a source for “the conventional well-written screenplay,” Ingmar Bergman’s scripts, and those for Hiroshima, Mon Amour, Last Year at Marienbad, and The Misfits, all available by mail order from the Gotham Book Mart. He also told me to study the pictures of John Ford and Alfred Hitchcock, of John Huston and Howard Hawks. This last suggestion was surprising. In the 1960s, American students tended to look to Europe for the cinematic masters.


Of course he also included Fellini, Truffaut, Godard, Rossellini, Resnais, Antonioni—though where he thought I could get to see Hiroshima, Mon Amour in a rural Indiana convent, I don’t know. But it was great to think I could learn about film by recalling the Hollywood movies I’d loved since childhood. The letters also suggested the best way to watch a film. Don’t be swayed by critics. “Decide for yourself,” he wrote. “Of all things, do not view a film and dissect it while you are watching. Just sit there and see whether or not you enjoy it.” Then decide why or why not. It was possible to “recognize the greatness or importance of a film” without really enjoying it. And sometimes, after many viewings, a film may suddenly reveal itself and become a favorite.


He laid out the elements of film. First came the visual—images qualified by light and movement. Shots, sequences, dollies, zooms. Detailed examples from Citizen Kane, The Third Man, and The Trial accompanied each definition. Then he discussed sound, music, and “the greatest and most important element”—editing. He went on for pages and pages. “Excuse the typing, typographical errors and cross outs,” he wrote. “I have to write down what I am thinking before I forget it.”


Antonio nodded. He was caught up by the idea of the twenty-five-year-old film student, on the brink of a brilliant career, explaining with patience and great enthusiasm the basics of film and his ideas about it to an aspiring nun. But what about the mop room? That was the only space where I could improvise a private study and store all those Gotham Book Mart imports.


Later that day the press saw The Last Temptation of Christ, and afterward Scorsese met with a small group of journalists. They were confused. The movie had not seemed scandalous or blasphemous. Antonio, in fact, had found it a little too reverent—“like a signa, the holy picture the priest gave to me at my first communion.”


Then Scorsese began to talk in very simple terms about his own faith, his love of Jesus, and the long struggle to make The Last Temptation of Christ. “I made it as a prayer, an act of worship. I wanted to be a priest. My whole life has been movies and religion. That’s it. Nothing else.”


The journalists exchanged surprised looks. Was he serious? They could understand if Scorsese wished to demythologize Jesus, or even, as the protesters said, use the story of Christ to shock audiences (artistically, of course). But Scorsese was saying he had made the movie because he believed in Jesus and his teachings.


Somehow, as the interview went on, Scorsese’s personal confidences broke the journalists’ reserve. The woman from Finland said she had little religious background, but the film had made her see what she had assumed was a bankrupt myth in a new way. The journalist from Holland was encouraged to see that Scorsese, with his Roman Catholic upbringing, and the scriptwriter Paul Schrader, raised in the Dutch Reform tradition, could find common ground. Even Antonio chimed in, and the conference became an occasion for personal religious testimony.


The same spirit infused the whole festival. The large press conference that afternoon with Scorsese, Willem Dafoe (Jesus), Harvey Keitel (Judas), and Barbara Hershey (Mary Magdalene) featured a debate on liberation theology. The elegant audience at the Palace of Cinema that evening, who expected a cause célèbre, instead found themselves engaged by a challenging, serious movie. And at the bar of the Excelsior late that night, Harry Dean Stanton (Saint Paul) was locked in intense discussion about what Saint Paul had believed and what he did or did not have in common with the street-corner Southern Baptist preacher he played in Wise Blood. When a French radio technician asked him to buy him “one for the canal” in honor of Paris, Texas, Harry Dean asked him if he thought Jesus had really intended an organization like the church Paul helped to establish.
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MARTIN SCORSESE AS HE TALKS WITH A SMALL GROUP OF FOREIGN JOURNALISTS AT THE 1988 VENICE INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL, WHERE THE LAST TEMPTATION OF CHRIST PREMIERED.








But the most evocative moment of the festival came quietly, away from the glitter and the glare. Many festivalgoers who did not have press passes or coveted screening tickets wanted very much to see The Last Temptation of Christ. They had come to Venice not to see and be seen, make deals, or promote a film, but to listen to directors and to watch their movies. Finally a scrawled sign appeared on bulletin boards: “Special screening, 1:40 A.M.” Somehow the word was passed, and a crowd gathered in front of the now very deserted Palace of Cinema.


My husband and I joined the line. Next to me was the head of a student film society in Bologna. He began to explain why Scorsese’s films meant so much to him and the other members of his group. Others in the line joined in, using simplified English, Italian, and French, along with gestures, to communicate. What would The Last Temptation be like? Why had he made it?
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UNIVERSAL STUDIOS CHAIRMAN TOM POLLOCK, LAST TEMPTATION EDITOR THELMA SCHOONMAKER, AND BRITISH DIRECTOR MICHAEL POWELL IN VENICE FOR THE 1988 FILM FESTIVAL.








After the movie, we gathered outside again. The gray mix of sea and sky lightened to pink. Dawn came to the Lido. The birds started up and morning workers appeared. But no one went home. We stayed doing what everyone in Venice—movie stars or journalists, directors or paparazzi, dealmakers or bartenders at the Excelsior—found themselves doing at some point during the festival. We stood around talking about Jesus.


Two years later, Scorsese would return to the Venice Film Festival with Goodfellas and win the Best Director award. I am sure that film generated many great conversations around café tables too. And if you are reading this, I am sure that Scorsese’s films have inspired animated discussion for you, as they have for me with all kinds of people. I hope so, because that is the premise of this book. The movies, of course, speak powerfully for themselves. And now video cassettes and discs provide the means of seeing them over and over. Scorsese has even recorded commentaries for Raging Bull and Taxi Driver, available on a separate track of the Voyager Company’s video disc. As the years go by, scholarly and critical studies of his films will begin to appear. Scorsese has accumulated impressive archives, valuable not only in tracing his own career but also as a source for the history of movies over the last thirty years. Hopefully Scorsese will someday emulate his admired friend Michael Powell and write his autobiography. Scorsese on Scorsese, a collection of speeches given in England, is a start.


In this book, I wanted to stay with the movies and the people who worked on them. My model as I began writing was that dawn seminar in Venice. At the core are the interviews with Scorsese—in his office, on the sets of his movies, and in a series of classes at New York University. But I also hope the book has that sense of a tale told by many voices. I hope, too, you can feel the personal connection the people I talked to feel with the movies they have helped to create. Films as diverse as Mean Streets, Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, Raging Bull, and The Last Temptation of Christ compelled great commitment from the people who worked on them, because they knew Scorsese was never merely producing a product; he was the priest of the imagination, presiding over a ritual putting together of elements.


This brings me back to James Joyce and Scorsese. Both men spent their childhood convinced that they had a vocation. Joyce never made it into the Jesuits, but Scorsese actually entered the New York archdiocesan seminary. He stayed only one year but intended to join an order of priests after high school.


As an altar boy at St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral on Mulberry Street, Scorsese was, at an early age, initiated into the priestly caste. He assisted the priest in the complicated and precise set of actions that made up the Mass. He stood apart from the congregation. Only the altar boys heard the sacred words the priest whispered, “Hoc est enim Corpus meus” (This is my body), and “Hic est enim Cali Sanguinis meis…” (This is the Chalice of my Blood… which shall be shed for you and for many unto the forgiveness of sins). After speaking these words, the priest genuflected, then lifted up the host and elevated the chalice. An altar boy shook a set of handbells. Scorsese participated in this sequence over and over again, each time reliving the same dramatic buildup: the transformation, then the revelation, and then the bells.


Since the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic liturgy has become less of a performance and more of a communal act celebrated with the people in their own language. But even in Scorsese’s youth, the Mass, though solemn, was never stark. The music, the flames of the candles, the colors of the vestments, the statues and stained glass windows of the church made a rich mosaic. Everything carried special significance: gold was for great feasts such as Christmas, purple for the seasons of penance, red for martyrs, white for the Blessed Mother and the great saints, and green for ordinary Sundays and days when no special saint was commemorated. The brief biographies of the saints of the day featured stories of heroic martyrs, missionaries, great scholars—extraordinary people whose lives were much more dramatic than those of anyone in the parish. Every article of clothing, every piece of altar linen, each sacred vessel, even the candles had to meet the specifications of the Catholic Church: pure beeswax, unalloyed gold, 100 percent cotton. The clouds of incense that Scorsese, as an altar boy, sent rising over the heads of the family and neighbors burned from special coals. Everything had to be perfect, for when all the actions were performed correctly, and the sacred words spoken, the bread and wine were no longer what they appeared to be. They had become the body and blood of Christ, who was truly present, just as he had been at the Last Supper, on the cross, at his birth.


This is a profound concept to embrace at age seven, but once held, it transforms the imagination and creates artists such as James Joyce and Martin Scorsese. Every Catholic schoolchild learns the difference between a sign and a symbol. A sacrament is a sign that effects what it signifies. It is not like something else, it is something else. The language that defined the sacraments and mysteries of the faith came from Saint Thomas Aquinas, who based his theology, as well as his theories of art, on Aristotelian philosophy. As James Joyce said, the “sensualist” Aquinas won out over more Platonic theologians. Christ’s presence in the sacrament of the Eucharist was not symbolic; it was real. The Church held on to this doctrine against attacks from every direction. The bread and wine were not props in some reenactment of the Last Supper meant to remind the congregation of Jesus. Jesus was not thought into being. He was there. Nor did his presence depend on the worthiness of the priest. If the priest was ordained and the words, actions, and elements were there licitly, Christ really became present and offered himself as food. At his first communion, Scorsese received the host and Jesus became part of him. A sense of wonder and mystery marked the child who took religion seriously.


At a very early age, he imbibed a sacramental view of the world. He believed that transcendent moments could be reached through material means—the bread and wine of the Eucharist, the waters of baptism, and the oils used in the ordination of priests.


Another reality surrounded and permeated the world of the senses. That supernatural reality could be reached through the things of nature. Jesus, in whom the union of the natural and supernatural reached perfection, was himself “the Sacrament of the Encounter with God.” As a child, Scorsese saw the sacraments as the way to this deeper, more profound, truer world of the spirit. He began to see the artist as one called to a similar task—to arrange the elements of experience until they became signs, effecting what they signified.


The transformation that happened in the Eucharist was called transubstantiation. Scorsese would have learned this word by the third grade. It meant that when the correct form—in this case the words of consecration said by the priest—combined with the proper matter (the bread and wine), the substance changed. The objects might remain the same—the bread and wine looked like bread and wine—but the essence was transformed; it was made radiant.


The priests of the imagination—Joyce in his writing, Scorsese in his films—can also be agents of transformation. They create moments of epiphany by finding the visual arrangement of parts that reveal an object’s potential significance, its radiance. And that, too, is a kind of transubstantiation. The image of a yellow taxi emerging from the swirling smoke at the start of Taxi Driver comes immediately to mind. But the Joycean quality of Scorsese’s work goes beyond such individual images. Scorsese finds his stories and characters in limited, confined worlds—Little Italy, Forty-Second Street, a fight ring, a bandstand—close to his own background, just as Joyce’s Dublin provided material enough for a lifetime. Scorsese chooses, as Joyce did, to explore this material on a level beyond the rational. He seeks to signify rather than to explain, to create moods and moments rather than to build from conventional plots and structure. This approach requires the audience to respond from the soul as well as the mind, and accept the diffuse and emotional quality of such a response. The effect of Joyce’s language cannot be pinned down through analysis. Neither can Scorsese’s images be summed up in verbal equivalents. In a sense, both men want their works experienced on a spiritual level.


For a Catholic schoolchild in the 1950s, every soul was a cosmic battleground on which the forces of God and the devil contended. It did not matter whether that soul belonged to you or to a failed hood, a street-corner kid, a driven musician, a prizefighter, housewife, prostitute, or taxi driver; in the drama of salvation each one was as important as the pope himself. When Scorsese says Jake LaMotta’s story in Raging Bull is about redemption, he speaks in a way that is second nature to him. If Scorsese’s characters concern themselves with the existence of God, guilt and expiation, and man’s ultimate end, that is because Martin Scorsese grew up discussing these things with friends over Chinese food.


Scorsese’s characters define and seek redemption in different ways. But all want to go beyond the narrow role that a materialist society assigns them. Murray finds transcendence by “living good”; for J.R. in Who’s That Knocking, salvation lies in a “pure love”; and Charlie, a later development of the same character in Mean Streets, wants to be saved by saving Johnny Boy, who would be happy just to exist. Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver thinks that if he sweeps away the garbage, he will be cleansed. Music and the road seem the way of redemption for the members of The Band in The Last Waltz, for Alice in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, and for Jimmy Doyle in New York, New York. Women like Francine Evans (New York, New York) and Teresa (Mean Streets) will be saved if they can love without destroying themselves. Jake LaMotta in Raging Bull tells himself that if he can stand up to all the punches, his redemption will be assured. Rupert Pupkin wants simply to be the “King of Comedy,” Eddie Felson (The Color of Money) wants to recapture his pool-playing excellence, and Paul Hackett (After Hours) just wants to get uptown.


Temptation comes from the fallen world outside and from the passions within. Somehow lust and pride and jealousy are more palpable than grace. But in Scorsese’s films his characters do steal sacramental moments—Johnny Boy and Charlie in the Russian Orthodox graveyard, Francine and Jimmy in the snow, Iris and Travis at breakfast.


Raging Bull closes with a parable from the New Testament. Jesus cures a blind man, but the Pharisees tell the man that he has been cured by a sinner. The formerly blind man says, “I don’t know if he is a sinner or not a sinner. All I know is I was blind and now I see.” This same cure figures prominently in The Last Temptation of Christ. The story comes from a very long description in the Gospel of Saint John. There are dialogues between Jesus and the people, Jesus and the blind man, the Pharisees and the blind man’s parents, the Pharisees and the blind man, that start to sound like a comedy routine. One point of debate is, Why is he blind? Who sinned? Was it the man or his parents? Neither, Jesus says, and proceeds to cure him. Offended by the miracle, the Pharisees castigate the parents. “Don’t bother us,” the parents say. “Talk to him. He’s of age.” Finally the man has enough. “I was blind,” he says, “and now I see.” Obviously, there’s more going on here than simply a story about physical sight.


Scorsese follows this passage from Saint John at the end of Raging Bull with “Thanks, Haig,” a tribute to his NYU teacher. Haig Manoogian, as Scorsese says, made him “see value in my own experiences.” This “seeing” allowed Scorsese to comprehend and ultimately to make a sacrament of experience—a sign that effects what it signifies. Matter is mysterious. Under the right circumstances, it can even become the body of Christ.


Scorsese’s Italian-American background did not encourage introspection the way Joyce’s Dublin, full of the “agen bite of inwit,” did. But the theological concepts he learned from the Irish nuns and Italian priests at St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral stretched his mind and challenged his imagination.


I am not denying the negatives of Catholic education, especially pre–Vatican II. The failures of both the system and individuals, especially with regard to sexuality, the dignity of women, and social justice have been horribly compounded by recent revelations of predatory priests sexually abusing children, their crimes covered up by an institution that has finally begun to attempt to make amends. But I am speaking of early days, when the imagination is pliant, the nuns like you, the priests are admirable, and your parish is a place like St. Pat’s, proud of its history.


Every Scorsese film yields moments of transcendence, but the viewer must be open, must take part. If Scorsese had presented a merely symbolic Jesus—so neutral that any interpretation could apply—there would have been no controversy. But the Jesus on the screen in the crucifixion scene of The Last Temptation of Christ is graphically present. We see the blood. We hear the pounding of the nails. The world tilts, the suffering of Jesus becomes so palpable that we must experience it in and of itself. The pain is too immediate to be a symbol or concept. A man is dying and he is Jesus. Scorsese had said at the Venice Film Festival press conference, “I wanted him to be a character you cared about when he died.”


Scorsese, with his sacramental background, could not portray Jesus, or any of the characters in his movies, as projections of his own mind. He looks to reality. He arranges the material hoping for that moment of transcendence. The accidents remain the same, but the essence changes, and we go through the flickering image to the soul of another person. Why else do artists struggle but to make present reality, to bring us a step closer to unapproachable light?


But the sacraments are meant to create and affirm the community. Scorsese takes the matter of images, music, performance, and imposes a form on it. He adjusts the elements. The image attains its radiance. We apprehend its truth. A Scorsese movie grips us, pulls us beyond ourselves, and enlarges our view, and somehow brings us closer together.


The question arises: Why does Scorsese expend such energy on prodigals? Why Jake LaMotta, Johnny Boy, Eddie Felson, Lionel Dobie, and Henry Hill? One answer may be found in the parables (which also have a prominent place in The Last Temptation of Christ). “What shepherd, having a hundred sheep, would not leave the ninety-nine to search for one that is lost? What woman, having ten pieces of silver, and losing one, does not light the lamp and sweep the floor to find it?” Jesus asks. He goes on to tell the story of a dissolute son who disgraces and leaves his family. When he returns out of desperation, willing to become a servant in his father’s house, his father instead embraces him and orders a great feast. This annoys the more conventionally good older brother. “But he was lost,” the father says, “and now he’s found.” Scorsese films reveal a similar sort of compassion.


I started with the mop room, and now I will end in a convent chapel. Soon after returning from Venice, we visited my father’s cousin, Sister Erigenia, one hundred years old. She had been a nun for more than eighty years—most of those as a first-grade teacher. She lived with sixty other nuns—thirty of them over ninety. That Sunday at Mass the priest read the same parables to them. I looked around the chapel. No prodigal sons here. These women would have a right to complain if a sinner showed up and got the best table. But that’s not how Sister Erigenia saw it. “Jesus wants us to know the depth of God’s love. Love always looks for the lost one, and aren’t we all the prodigal sometimes?”


Before leaving Venice, after the festival, I had found myself standing near an outside wall of St. Mark’s Basilica, in a small alcove away from the crowded entrance. Two plaques commemorated former patriarchs of Venice—Pope John XXIII and Pope John Paul I, shepherds both. I wondered if the Church would have received The Last Temptation of Christ differently had either of them been alive.


Scorsese’s films are made for those described by Isaiah, who in burning sands search for the Holy Way. Mean Streets, Raging Bull, Goodfellas, The Last Temptation of Christ—indeed, all of Scorsese’s movies—are for those with a journey to make.
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