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      For Kerri

    


    
      Sometimes I say, “Look, I’m gonna do this,” and somehow he knows that’s right to do, to make that choice. Marty is very good at picking up on things. He gives people more latitude to come up with ideas, because he’s not afraid to experiment with things or accept ideas from other people. And even if they seem a little off-the-wall, sometimes an idea that’s so out in left field is actually more appropriate than you would imagine. And he’s able to see that and orchestrate it in the scene—maybe bring it down a notch if it’s too much but still keep the basic idea intact. We have a kind of shorthand understanding about a lot of things. It’s a lot more complicated than “alter ego.”


      —Robert De Niro


      Bob De Niro, when he shows me something, or when he has an idea, when something comes right from that visceral part of him, it just comes right out of his soul. You know, I’m surprised that it’s always extremely valid and quite good—I usually find it to be pretty much according to what I feel. We’re always finishing each other’s sentences creatively. We’ll put it that way. If we’re struggling for words, creatively, he can find them. And that’s a pretty rare thing.


      —Martin Scorsese
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      Foreword

    


    
      There’s no real way to gauge the greatest films of all time. Sure, you can look at things like box office receipts and the number of awards won, but none of that stuff really tells you anything. If you used the formula of dollars earned plus awards won, Titanic would come out as one of the greatest films of all time, which proves that the equation doesn’t work. And that’s not to knock Titanic, because in the opinion of many people, it is a great film. But we all know what opinions are like. . . .


      The reason I bring up the whole question of determining the greatest films of all time is because it is something that has fascinated me for many years—films that are universally loved and appreciated by a significant number of the movie-watching public. And of course, the concept of universally loved movies in and of itself is subjective and dictated by the tastes of individuals. As someone who doesn’t care for Titanic but is endlessly amused by D.C. Cab, I serve as the perfect example of the bizarre nature of subjectivity.


      By now, most of you are wondering what any of this has to do with the cinematic collaborations of director Martin Scorsese and actor Robert De Niro. It’s actually pretty simple—when Andy Rausch asked me to write the foreword to this book, I jumped at the opportunity, in part because I know and like Andy, but also because I love and appreciate the films of Scorsese and De Niro. And in my humble opinion, the collaborations of Scorsese and De Niro rank among some of the greatest films of all time.


      The problem, of course, is that there is no way to prove that any of the eight films directed by Scorsese that have starred De Niro are all that great. Certainly the dollars-plus-awards equation is not an effective measure, because although some of these films have done well at the box office, none were blockbusters by any stretch of the imagination. The top grossing film of 1990, the year GoodFellas was released, was Home Alone. In fact, GoodFellas, which was number twenty-six in terms of top earners for the year, was beat out by such movies as Kindergarten Cop, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and the Steven Seagal pinnacle of cinematic quality, Hard to Kill. All of which proves that dollars earned is not an adequate gauge of a film’s greatness.


      The same is true, to a lesser extent, of awards won. While De Niro took home an Oscar for his performance in Raging Bull (and was nominated for Taxi Driver and Cape Fear), Scorsese never won an Academy Award for any of his films starring De Niro (only GoodFellas and Raging Bull earned him Best Director nominations). The year that Scorsese was nominated for Raging Bull, both director and film lost to Robert Redford and Ordinary People. A decade later, Scorsese and GoodFellas lost to Kevin Costner and Dances with Wolves. And while both Ordinary People and Dances with Wolves have their cinematic merit, how many people have been clamoring for a deluxe, double-disc special edition DVD of Ordinary People? When was the last time you were at a party and someone started spitting out quotes from Dances with Wolves?


      In the history of film, there has never been a relationship quite like that of Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro. Yes, there have been special partnerships between directors and actors that have resulted in work that defines the careers of both. Director Akira Kurosawa’s best films almost always starred Toshiro Mifune, and John Wayne was never better than when he was working with director John Ford. But Kurosawa had directed more than a half-dozen movies before collaborating with Mifune. Ford had directed more than ninety movies and Wayne had appeared in more than seventy before the two collaborated on Rio Bravo (which wasn’t even their first time working together). Anthony Mann and Alfred Hitchcock were both seasoned professionals before working with Jimmy Stewart, turning out some of their best work. By comparison, Scorsese had directed only two features before making Mean Streets with De Niro, who was still struggling to make a name for himself after a handful of screen performances.


      Scorsese was part of a new generation of filmmakers that stormed the motion picture industry in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Educated in the first real film schools and nurtured on movies during the early days of television when movies were delivered into the living rooms of America, this new generation quickly set itself apart from the directors who had come before them. Before the arrival of Francis Ford Coppola, Brian De Palma, Hal Ashby, and the other mavericks that made up the last great era of American cinema, the rules of filmmaking were clearly defined by the studio system of Hollywood. But this new generation rewrote the rulebook in an effort to make film more reflective of the changing times of America’s sociopolitical landscape.


      There were so many amazing films made between the late 1960s and the mid-1970s that it would be difficult if not impossible to list them all. But of all those films, one that stands out for a variety of reasons is 1973’s Mean Streets, the first collaboration between Scorsese and De Niro.


      Scorsese was barely thirty at the time, and De Niro was still in his twenties. And both were eager to prove themselves in an industry that was not slowing down for anyone who was playing it safe. There was no room for directors or actors who wanted to continue doing things the way they had been done for decades. Film had become the place where the volatile emotions of the decaying American Dream could not only be explored, but exposed with a cinematic truth that was brutal and real. It was a truth that was ugly, but within its ugliness was a profound beauty of uncompromising honesty. And any director or actor who was not willing to shove an audience’s face into the stinky reality of the steaming pile of crap that had been deposited on the carpet of Vietnam War–era America was risking irrelevance.


      Mean Streets was the beginning of a prolific, beautiful, and dangerous relationship that would result in some of the most influential films of the last four decades. I know that may sound a bit hyperbolic. But the importance of Scorsese and De Niro’s collaborations are as close to fact as you can get in the subjective world of film criticism.


      Think about it. To date, Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro have done eight films together. Among those movies were Mean Streets, Taxi Driver, Raging Bull, and GoodFellas. I’ll say that again, for those not paying attention—among the cinematic collaborations of Scorsese and De Niro are the films Mean Streets, Taxi Driver, Raging Bull, and GoodFellas. And that only represents half of the films they did together. The only other dynamic duo of film to mine more gold than Scorsese and De Niro would be Kurosawa and Mifune.


      Having marveled at the films discussed in this book, I realize now that despite my devotion to the Scorsese/De Niro team, I didn’t know much about the history of the two or their films for that matter. For all the times I’ve seen Raging Bull, I never knew the story behind the making of the movie. And now, having read about the trials and tribulations of bringing such a landmark picture to fruition, I appreciate it and those who made it even more.


      One of the things that makes the collaborations of Scorsese and De Niro such incredible works of cinema is that as individuals and collaborators, they make the process look natural and effortless. You watch Taxi Driver and see nothing but the pure genius that unfolds on the screen, never once questioning how it got there or how difficult it was to capture. But in chronicling all that went into Taxi Driver and the other seven films of Marty and Bobby, this book creates a new level of appreciation for their incredible body of work by explaining that it didn’t all come naturally. It wasn’t all effortless. There were difficulties and setbacks that threatened the very existence of these films—and yet here they are today, to entertain and inspire, to be appreciated and analyzed.


      The Films of Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro is filled with great information, entertaining anecdotes, and a wealth of insight into eight movies and two men who worked closely together to make the films. But there is something else within the pages that I hope is not lost on anyone reading this book, be they film buffs or aspiring filmmakers. This book serves as a vital reminder of the essential nature of collaboration in an industry driven by ego. Great films are not made by one person or even two. Even GoodFellas and Taxi Driver—my two favorite Scorsese/De Niro films—are not the product of two men, but the cumulative result of a team that pulled together to make great movies.


      If there is in fact an aspiring filmmaker reading this book, looking to glean some secret of success from the history that unfolds in these pages, never lose sight of the fact that no one person can do it alone. To become the next Scorsese, you must find your De Niro, as well as the others that will challenge you to be your best, just as you challenge them. Truly great cinema comes from nothing less.


      —David Walker, film journalist, motion picture director,

      editor of Bad Azz Mofo magazine, and

      coauthor of Reflections on Blaxploitation 

      (with Andrew J. Rausch and Chris Watson)
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      Introduction

    


    
      It would be difficult to overstate the importance of the collaborations of Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro. Four of these eight films—Mean Streets, Taxi Driver, Raging Bull, and GoodFellas—are bona fide masterpieces. Each of these films has raised the bar for cinematic artistry and forever changed the landscape of American cinema. The latter three of these four have each been labeled by many critics as the defining films of the decades in which they were released. Even the so-called failures of this collaborative duo are remarkably well-crafted films that pushed the boundaries of their respective genres. Say what you will about the excesses of New York, New York, but surely we can all agree that this dark film is one of the most fascinating and superbly acted musicals ever produced. And as film historians and cineastes, how can we fail to recognize and appreciate the deliberately subdued work of both men on The King of Comedy?


      Scorsese and De Niro’s less-appreciated works are ripe for reappraisal. Upon closer inspection I believe these films will ultimately become recognized as minor masterpieces. Perhaps Casino and The King of Comedy aren’t in the league of Taxi Driver and Raging Bull, but what is? Casino may not be as great a film as GoodFellas but does it have to be? The problem with appraising the films of these two artists is that critics and film journalists tend to compare each new entry to the masterpieces that preceded it. It is my contention that if one compares these “lesser”

      Scorsese/De Niro collaborations to other films made within the same genres or within the same time frame, one quickly finds that these films are immensely better than most. I would contend that, save for a lagging third act, much of Casino is every bit as good as Scorsese’s Best Picture–winner The Departed. Obviously Casino is not in league with The Departed, but I daresay it’s close.


      Each of the eight films made by the team of Scorsese and De Niro is significant, even if to a lesser extent. If New York, New York is the least qualitative film these men have made together, it’s also their most ambitious. Many cineastes thumb their noses at Cape Fear and dismiss it as being popcorn fare, but it’s difficult to dismiss the effort that De Niro put into his role, once again transforming his body. I would contend that another factor making it difficult to immediately rank the films of these men is that they frequently defy expectations and deliver films that aren’t exactly what critics and audiences expect or want. Who would have envisioned Scorsese and De Niro following up the gritty Taxi Driver with a musical? Who among us could have anticipated that odd little film The King of Comedy? How about a big-budget Hitchcockian thriller in which De Niro plays the villain?


      What is it about the collaborative process of these two men that pushes each of them to reach levels of artistry well beyond their normal boundaries? Both Scorsese and De Niro are gifted artists when left to their own devices, and each has an extraordinary résumé filled with superlative work. Despite this, it can easily enough be argued that Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro do their finest work when collaborating with one another.


      The initial idea behind this book was to investigate the processes that created these films and uncover what exactly it is about this partnership that enables these men to produce such magnificent works of art. However, this turned out to be quite difficult. Anecdotal tidbits, production minutiae, and details of their methodology provide us with clues, but definitive answers remain elusive. The two men are very private about their collaborative working habits, which likely explains the fact that neither of them would agree to sit down with me for this book. Both Scorsese and De Niro have touched upon the subject of their partnership in interviews, but they are both extremely guarded about the dynamics of this most celebrated collaborative union. The secrecy remains even when they are making a film together; rather than including other actors or crew members in their discussions, the two men prefer to exchange ideas regarding set-ups and character motivations in private.


      The truth, I suspect, is that even Scorsese and De Niro don’t know exactly what it is about these collaborations that produces such cinematic magic. I would also venture that their discomfort in talking about this union is much like in baseball when no one talks about a no-

      hitter while a pitcher is in the midst of tossing one; the thought is that if you talk about it, that magic just might disappear. And who can blame these artists for not looking the proverbial gift horse in the mouth? Surely these men are as much a gift to one another from the gods of cinema as are their individual talents. Perhaps it’s enough simply to know that this artistic alliance yields incredible results. Why ask why?


      The secretive nature of this union only serves to add to the mythos surrounding these already legendary productions. So if this book is incapable of fully explaining the dynamics of the Scorsese/De Niro collaboration, then let it serve as both a record of and tribute to these eight fantastic films.
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  chapter one
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  Mean Streets (1973)


  
    I was raised with them, the gangsters and the priests. And now, as an artist, in a way, I’m both a gangster and a priest.


    —Martin Scorsese


    The Backstory


    The story behind Mean Streets began way back in 1966, some six years before Martin Scorsese and Robert De Niro met for the first time. Scorsese, along with film school classmate Mardik Martin, began hammering out early drafts of the screenplay, which was at that time titled Season of the Witch. First Scorsese wrote an outline. Then Martin “worked out the structure” while Scorsese worked to add depth and dimension to his characters, as well as further detail to a number of the incidents in the story line. Scorsese and Martin did much of the work on these early drafts while driving around Manhattan in Martin’s beat-

    up old red Valiant. “We were used to that,” Scorsese says. “We were film students. Film students write anywhere.”1


    The screenplay, a tale about petty Italian American thugs in New York’s Little Italy, was steeped in religion. The screenplay reflected Scorsese’s love of cinema as it drew its inspirations from John Cassavetes’ 1959 film Shadows and Italian neorealism. And like the films of French auteur Francois Truffaut, Season of the Witch was drawn from the life experiences of its director. Growing up a small, sickly asthmatic, Scorsese hadn’t been a hood like the characters in his script, but he’d run with friends who were. Scorsese and Martin envisioned the project as the third installment in a trilogy of films about religious conflict that had begun with the unfilmed screenplay Jerusalem, Jerusalem and had continued with the student film Who’s That Knocking at My Door?


    However, the screenplay proved to be a difficult sell. “The first place I took [the screenplay] was the AFI [American Film Institute] in New York,” Scorsese explains.


    At that time, they were just starting a feature program. I went over and gave them about a fifty-page outline. It was ridiculous. The girl was nothing and it had no character but it had all the basic elements. They told me they couldn’t do it. They said, “We should be doing this kind of thing, but we can’t do it.” Then I took it to Joe Brenner, who’s a sex film distributor who distributed Who’s That Knocking? with the sex scene in it. I was trying anything. I said, “I’ll shoot it in 16, anything.” He said no, so we put it away. . . . In 1968, I thought I had access to some money, and I got it out and rewrote it again. Another rejection. So I put it away totally.2


    The screenplay for Season of the Witch remained on the shelf until after the completion of Scorsese’s first “real” film, Boxcar Bertha, which he’d made for exploitation impresario Roger Corman. After the completion of that film, Scorsese planned to direct a second film for Corman—either a gladiator picture called The Arena or a Papillon rip-off titled I Escaped from Devil’s Island. However, two painful responses to Boxcar Bertha helped to change his mind. The first blow to Scorsese’s pride came when American International Pictures chieftain Sam Arkoff commented that the film was “almost good.” The second blow—the one that finally nudged Scorsese to return to Season of the Witch—was delivered by Scorsese’s mentor, John Cassavetes. Cassavetes informed Scorsese that he had just wasted a year of his life making a “piece of shit.” He told the younger director that Boxcar Bertha was good for what it was—exploitation—but that Scorsese was capable of much more. Having seen Who’s That Knocking at My Door? Cassavetes asked Scorsese if he had any other ideas for projects that would be as personal and important as that one had been. Remembering the script he and Mardik Martin had penned half a decade earlier, Scorsese said yes, but added that he needed to rewrite it. To this Cassavetes urged him, “Rewrite it then!”3


    Scorsese then began reworking the material. His girlfriend, Sandy Weintraub—the daughter of producer Fred Weintraub, with whom he had worked as an editor on Woodstock—heavily influenced the rewrite. She convinced Scorsese to remove some of the religious symbolism and dialogue in favor of more personal anecdotes about growing up in Little Italy. This led to the firecrackers incident and the “mook” scene, among other new additions. When it was advised that he change the title of the screenplay, Scorsese changed it to Mean Streets. Scorsese never really liked this title, which had been suggested by his friend, Time critic Jay Cocks, and planned to change it when a better title came along. But, as often happens, the title grew on him over time and ultimately stuck.


    Once the screenplay was rewritten, Scorsese pitched it first to Roger Corman. Being the savvy businessman that he is, Corman agreed to finance the picture for $150,000 if Scorsese agreed to make all of the characters black. “He came to me with the idea and I liked it, but at that time the black films were really very successful,” Corman explains. “I’d been thinking that I wanted to make a black film and I thought, this film would really work as a black film.”4 At first Scorsese was prepared to make this compromise but then had a change of heart and declined. In his mind, this film was to be more about the characters than the plot, and he couldn’t envision African Americans struggling with the tenants of Catholicism. (As a nod to Corman, the first man to hire him for a studio film, Scorsese included a scene from The Tomb of Ligeia in the film.) Scorsese also gave a copy of the screenplay to Francis Ford Coppola, who passed it along to actor Al Pacino, but nothing ever came of this.


    Scorsese’s continuing search for funding led to an introduction to would-be producer Jonathan Taplin by Jay Cocks and his wife, Verna Bloom. The twenty-six-year-old Taplin had previously been the road manager for Bob Dylan and The Band, and was now interested in producing movies. “Jay said, ‘When you’re in LA, look up this young editor named Marty Scorsese,’” Taplin recalls.


    “He’s a big music fan and he cut some of Woodstock.” And of course The Band was at Woodstock, so we had a connection there. So I came out to Los Angeles and I called Marty up. We met and he showed me some of his student films, and I loved them; particularly a short called It’s Not Just You, Murray. That’s the one that really caught my eye. I just thought it was really original. Then he gave me the script for Mean Streets and I decided to finance it. I didn’t know enough not to go forward and put my own money into this.5


    Taplin also convinced a childhood friend, twenty-three-year-old E. Lee Perry, to invest his $175,000 inheritance in the project.


    The weeks following were hectic ones. Scorsese and Martin were furiously rewriting the screenplay (there were approximately twenty-seven drafts of the script in all), and Scorsese was working as editor on two different films, The Unholy Rollers and Elvis on Tour. Despite all of this, things seemed to be going great for Scorsese. Then, about three weeks after Perry had signed on as a financier, the deal fell through. According to Scorsese, Perry’s family had telephoned Taplin’s family and accused Taplin of swindling their son. “I don’t know how it happened but this guy Perry came back into town and we had dinner with him,” Scorsese says. “It was him and his wife and Taplin and his girlfriend and me and Sandy. It was very relaxed because I knew that the guy wasn’t giving us any money so I didn’t have to worry. We just told a lot of funny stories and had a good time and the next thing I know we’ve got the money back.”6 Taplin then secured a deferment from CFI (Consolidated Film Industries) labs, who rated scripts and then granted monies based on the quality of the screenplay. CFI was so taken with the project that they rated it somewhere around ninety and gave Scorsese and company complete facilities, from screening to processing, under the condition that the expenses be paid back within a year of the film’s completion. After contributions by Taplin, Perry, and CFI, the working budget was $300,000.


    With the money now in hand, Scorsese knew he needed someone with filmmaking experience to aid and oversee the operation. For this he turned to Paul Rapp and Peter Fain, both veterans of the Corman camp. Rapp, his first assistant director on Boxcar Bertha, had helped Scorsese bring the film in on time and under budget. (The film, shot in twenty-four days, had been made for $600,000.) Rapp, now working as line producer, told Scorsese that Mean Streets could be shot for $300,000. However, Rapp informed him, it would have to be filmed at least partly in Los Angeles as shooting in New York would be too costly. Scorsese objected, but Rapp set him straight, telling him that it was the only way the film could be made on such a shoestring budget. Rapp was able to budget four days for shooting exteriors (and a few interiors) in New York. With some creative juggling, Scorsese then stretched these four days into six days and six nights, shooting with a skeleton crew of New York University students under the guise that they were making a thesis film. The six days in New York proved to be problematic, however, from problems with the wireless microphones to a vehicle running over an electrical distribution box to cold and wet weather. The rest of the film was shot in seedy Los Angeles neighborhoods utilizing the crew from Boxcar Bertha.


    Scorsese had written the lead role of Charlie Cappa with Harvey Keitel in mind. He had worked with Keitel previously on Who’s That Knocking at My Door? and since Mean Streets was to revisit many of the same themes, Keitel seemed like the logical choice. However, box office considerations caused Scorsese to instead cast Jon Voight in the role. Voight, who had been passed the screenplay by two of his acting students, Richard Romanus and David Proval, was still hot from his Oscar-nominated performance in Midnight Cowboy. However, as Scorsese was gearing up to shoot footage of Charlie at the October festival of San Gennaro in New York City, Voight dropped out of the picture in favor of playing an idealistic teacher in Conrack. This led Scorsese to beg Keitel to come and work on the film on short notice. Keitel accepted.


    “Perhaps I got the part of Charlie because Marty sensed that I came from a similar background,” Keitel explains. “I was new, I was raw, I hadn’t much experience. I don’t think it was my experience at acting that landed me that work, but the experience Marty saw in me. Our neighborhoods said to a young man, ‘You have a place and you will not go beyond this place because you do not belong anywhere beyond this place.’ Marty and I rebelled against it.”7


    Then, at a 1972 Christmas party held by Jay Cocks and Verna Bloom, Scorsese would, in a historic meeting, come face to face with the actor who would assume the second most important role in Mean Streets. Scorsese recognized the young actor, Robert De Niro, who had grown up near him in New York City and had been known there by such names as “Bobby Milk” and “Bobby Irish.” De Niro recognized Scorsese, as well.


    “I know you,” De Niro said. “You used to hang out with Joe Morali and Kurdy on Elizabeth Street.”


    “And you used to hang out in Kenmare Street and Grand,” Scorsese answered.8


    “He’d heard that I had made a film about his neighborhood—Who’s That Knocking at My Door?—though he used to hang out with a different group of people, on Broome Street, while we were on Prince Street,” Scorsese recalls. “We had seen each other at dances and said hello. He recognized me first at the dinner and mentioned several names of people I used to hang out with.”9 De Niro remembers things similarly: “Sometimes when we were kids we’d meet at the dances at a place on Fourteenth Street. It was just an Italian-American dance place. I saw Marty around there and we knew each other. Friends of his, from his group, would sometimes change over into our group. We had like a crossover of friends.”10


    The two soon found themselves deep in conversation about the old days and what they were both up to now. “De Niro found in Martin the one person who would talk for fifteen minutes on the way a character would tie a knot,” explains Julia Cameron, Scorsese’s second wife. “That’s what drew them together, and since then I have seen them go at it for ten hours virtually non-stop.”11


    Scorsese soon offered De Niro his choice of roles in Mean Streets—anything but Charlie. After all, Scorsese had already filmed the San Gennaro footage with Keitel in the role. As he was mulling over which role to take, De Niro met Harvey Keitel. “We looked at each other and we just laughed,” Keitel recalls. “That was it, we just kept laughing. Looking back I see that we recognized each other. I knew he was a great actor.”12 As De Niro was more established than Keitel and had just given a spectacular turn in Bang the Drum Slowly that he was sure would change his career forever, De Niro felt that he should play Charlie. He even managed to convince Keitel of this, but Scorsese put his foot down as he was not about to lose his precious San Gennaro footage.


    According to Scorsese, when De Niro showed up at an audition wearing the pork pie hat that he eventually wore in the film, he knew which role he wanted De Niro to play—Johnny Boy. “I didn’t tell him that, I just told him [the audition] was good,” Scorsese says. “But when I saw the hat I knew it was Johnny Boy.”13 Keitel saw things the same way and eventually suggested to De Niro that he take the role of Johnny Boy. “I hadn’t thought of playing him at all,” De Niro explains.


    But Harvey somehow made me see it in another way. I couldn’t see Johnny Boy at first, but in a way, it was a good thing. When you play a role you don’t see yourself doing at first, you can get good things from yourself that you ordinarily wouldn’t get. I didn’t see myself as Johnny Boy as written, but we improvised in rehearsal and the part evolved. We would find structure for the improvisations and figure out how to pace it. It’s not just freewheeling, it has to have a structure. Then we’d tape what we’d do. It had to build. Working this way takes a lot of personal stuff.14


    Once filming began, Scorsese was so nervous that he had to wear white gloves on the set to keep from chewing his fingernails. His frayed nerves revealed themselves when he blew his top and attacked one of his actors. “Marty got really pissed off at David Proval while we were filming a scene around a pool table,” recalls second assistant director Ron Satlof, who also appears in the film. “David couldn’t remember when he struck the ball. So after the master shot, during the close-up, he was hitting the ball at all the wrong times. Marty was trying to tell him, ‘No, no, it’s on this word,’ and David could not get it right. And Marty literally charged over the table and attacked him. I had to grab him and carry him away.”15


    Satlof, now a director himself, remembers Scorsese as being one of the most well-prepared directors he’s ever encountered. “He’s a shining example of being extremely well-prepared and thought-through,” Satlof explains. “He knew exactly what he was looking for in scenes, not just visually, but also in terms of emotion and dramatic structure.”16 Taplin agrees with this assessment. “The cool thing about Marty was that he was so organized,” Taplin says. “He’d wanted to make the movie for so long that he had literally drawn every single shot in the storyboard. He had five books of storyboards. Every single shot, every pan, every movement, the thing where Harvey Keitel is moving through the bar, all of it. He’d already figured it all out. So he was able to be efficient—he would have like thirty set-ups a day—that it was just scary. He was so prepared that he could spend time with the actors.”17
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    Although Scorsese had never taken any acting classes, the actors found that he was able to relate to them well. A true collaborator, he would listen to their ideas about the characters, scenes, and dialogue. If the suggestions made sense to him and he thought it felt true to the piece, he would allow them to experiment with different things. “Marty and I always discussed a scene and, usually, he trusted me to do what I had in mind to do,” Keitel recalls.18 As Keitel and De Niro were both open to experimentation, they thrived in this type of collaborative environment. From this experimentation came a fully improvised conversation scene (the nonsensical “Joey Scala–Joey Clams” discussion) between Keitel and De Niro. This new scene, suggested by De Niro, was inspired by the comic banter of comedians Abbott and Costello. “When I shot it, it was about fifteen minutes long, hilarious, and clarified everything totally,” says Scorsese. “It’s like the betrayals of trust, one character taking advantage of another, that I enjoyed so much in the Hope and Crosby movies.”19


    Such suggestions by De Niro were typical. According to Mardik Martin, De Niro would say, “Can I talk to you about this scene? I have some ideas.”20 Then the director and actor would go off to some private corner and discuss what they were about to do. Even in the beginning it was clear that Scorsese and De Niro were on the same wavelength. “They can shorthand stuff,” explains Jonathan Taplin. “They know each other so well that they can say just two or three words or just one sentence, and the other will understand it. They’ve worked out the way to communicate with each other.”21


    Other new scenes were added at the last minute, as well. “I kept adding scenes,” Scorsese says. “I added a scene in front of the gun shop in New York. I added the scene where they steal the bread in front of his [Charlie’s] uncle’s shop. All that stuff. I added a lot of stuff like that. I kept pushing the limits of the budget and drove everybody crazy.”22


    As filming progressed, De Niro, consumed with the idea of fully realizing his character, became more and more isolated from the rest of the cast and crew. “He was extremely serious, extremely involved in his role and preparation,” recalls Satlof. “He was not at all social, not at all one of the boys. Very internal. Not at all kidding around—just totally focused on the part.”23 Eventually De Niro became so focused that he remained in character at all times. “Bobby was really into the character, and he didn’t really come out of the character at any time in the little trailer we had,” Taplin recalls. “And it really messed with Richard Romanus’ head.”24


    On the second to last day of shooting, Scorsese filmed the confrontation between Romanus and De Niro in which De Niro’s character pulls a gun on him. De Niro, ever the method actor, sought to invoke actual anger in Romanus by screaming unscripted insults at him in take after take. “Something had happened between Bobby and Richard because the animosity between them in that scene was real, and I played on it,” Scorsese says. “They had got on each other’s nerves to the point where I think they really wanted to kill each other.”25


    The following day the film wrapped production, coming in on budget in a Corman-like twenty-seven days. Scorsese then went into the editing bay with editor Sid Levin. Although Levin was ultimately credited with cutting the film due to Directors Guild rules, Scorsese edited the film himself. With help from Sandy Weintraub and Brian De Palma, Scorsese seamlessly wove together halves of scenes shot on opposite coasts. When Johnny Boy shoots a rifle from a rooftop in New York, the bullet strikes a window in Los Angeles. In another scene, a man shot in a bar in Los Angeles staggers out into a New York street. So masterfully did Scorsese cut these scenes that most critics ultimately believed the whole thing had been filmed in New York. It was only when it came time to cut the final scene that Scorsese found difficulty and had to turn to Levin for advice.


    However, the film went over budget in postproduction due to the incredible amount of music Scorsese put in the film. Depending on whom you ask, the budget soared to somewhere between $460,000 and $600,000. “Marty had all this music he wanted in the movie,” Taplin explains. “And literally no one had ever licensed that much music in a movie before. When we were budgeting at the beginning, we had no idea that Marty was going to put all this music in the rough cut. The music was brilliant though, and once you heard it and saw it that way, you realized you couldn’t make the film without those songs.”26 Some of the bands, like the Rolling Stones, raised their rates. When the Stones’ fee doubled from $7,500 per song to $15,000, Taplin had to go to Mick Jagger and convince him to scale the fee back.


    When Mean Streets was completed, Scorsese and Taplin set out to find a distributor. Scorsese believed Paramount would be a lock. After all, his pal Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather had done quite well for them. Surely, Scorsese thought, Paramount would be interested in snatching up another film about hot-blooded Italian thugs. When Taplin set up a screening at Warner Bros. the same day as the screening at Paramount, Scorsese suggested that maybe they should cancel the Warner Bros. meeting altogether. After all, he considered Paramount a sure thing. Taplin suggested that they keep both appointments just to be on the safe side, and Scorsese agreed. This turned out to be a wise decision as Paramount was anything but a sure thing. Peter Bart, who was at that time head of production at Paramount, arrived at the screening in a bad mood. He watched only ten minutes of Mean Streets before instructing the projectionist to the turn off the film. Bart then told Scorsese that the film was a waste of his time and that he wasn’t interested. He then stood and walked out, leaving Scorsese stunned.


    Later that day Scorsese and Taplin screened the film for Warner Bros. president John Calley and head of distribution Leo Greenfield. As the film ran, Scorsese nervously watched the two men for a visible reaction, but there was none. Then, just as everyone’s favorite scene featuring the improvisation between De Niro and Keitel came on, a waiter walked in and stood in front of the screen loudly announcing Calley and Greenfield’s lunch. The men told the waiter to be quiet, and Scorsese began to breathe a little easier. Soon he noticed that the two men were laughing at the right places and even reminiscing happily about locations used in the film. This screening turned out to be quite different from the earlier screening with Peter Bart. Warner Bros. bought the film for $750,000, which pleased Scorsese since he considered the film an homage to the classic Warner Bros. gangster films.


    When Mean Streets screened at Cannes in May 1973, Scorsese, De Niro, and Taplin were introduced to Federico Fellini. Scorsese and Fellini were soon knee-deep in conversation about cinema. During their conversation, a representative of Fellini’s distributor walked into the room. Fellini, who hadn’t even seen Mean Streets, told the distributor that Scorsese’s film was the finest American picture he’d seen in a decade. Based on Fellini’s glowing endorsement, the company purchased the film’s foreign distribution rights immediately.


    Mean Streets debuted at the New York Film Festival the first week of October 1973, closing the festival. Most of the critics were kind to Scorsese, commenting on the seediness and truthfulness of Mean Streets. And while the critics liked Keitel’s subtle turn, they loved De Niro’s scene-stealing performance as Johnny Boy. When writing about De Niro, some even compared his work to that of Marlon Brando. New Yorker critic Pauline Kael, who would later dub Mean Streets the best American movie of 1973, raved that the film was “a true original of our period, a triumph of personal filmmaking.” She went on to say of De Niro’s performance: “De Niro here hits the far-out, flamboyant and makes his own truth. He’s a bravura actor, and those who have registered him only as the grinning, tobacco-chewing dolt of that hunk of inept whimsy Bang the Drum Slowly will be unprepared for his volatile performance. De Niro does something like what Dustin Hoffman was doing in Midnight Cowboy, but wilder; the kid doesn’t just act—he takes off into the vapors.”27 Chicago Sun-Times critic Roger Ebert, who had first taken notice of Scorsese after viewing his student film I Call First, commented on the director’s “fiercely driven visual style.” Ebert went on to say that De Niro’s turn was a “marvelous performance, filled with urgency and restless desperation.”28


    A few reviewers were less kind. Stanley Kauffmann of the New Republic labeled the film “theatrical in the wrong way,” and even gave De Niro backhanded praise. “It’s a flash part, and every actor who sees it will gnash his teeth because he’ll know that anyone with any talent at all could score in it.”29


    According to Scorsese, the only reviews he had worried about with Mean Streets were the judgments of his old friends whom the film was based upon. If they thought the film felt true to their experiences, then Scorsese would consider the film a success. Luckily, his old friends loved the film. However, not everyone from the old neighborhood shared their feelings, as Mean Streets received some criticism regarding its depiction of Italian Americans. For this Scorsese makes no apologies. “People complained about my depiction of Italian-Americans, and I must say, finally, that I can’t help them with that,” Scorsese says. “I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s my perception of what I know. You know, there are guys who, as I say, are upstanding members of the community. They’re doing fine. [Then there are] guys who are out of town—who can’t come back. There are guys who are dead.”30


    Because of the positive word the film had received at the New York Film Festival, it was initially suggested that the film open in twenty-five cities just as The Last Picture Show and Five Easy Pieces had. Instead Taplin and Scorsese convinced the studio to roll the film out a bit more slowly. It opened on October 13, 1973, in five more cities. Unfortunately, it was far less successful in these cities than it had been in New York. Many audiences found the picture to be too New York for their tastes, and Warner Bros. had no idea how to sufficiently market the film. Because Warner Bros. had spent $14 million on The Exorcist, which was still two months away, the studio’s promotional department chose to focus on that film instead. Making matters worse, the hit film The Way We Were opened the week after Mean Streets, helping to drive Scorsese’s little film right out of theaters.


    Mean Streets continued a long run in New York. Scorsese and Mardik Martin received a Writers Guild Award nomination for Best Drama, and De Niro took home the National Society of Film Critics Awards’ Best Supporting Actor prize. The film, which has gained recognition over time, was listed to the National Film Registry in 1997.


    The Film


    There are a number of clues in the film that Charlie Cappa (Harvey Keitel) is the onscreen representation of Scorsese himself. Both Charlie’s first and last names were derived from the names of Scorsese’s parents. (Charles was his father’s name and Cappa was his mother’s maiden name.) Another clue is that Scorsese himself gives voice to Charlie’s conscience through voice-over. There is also a single hidden frame in the home movie sequence of Harvey Keitel and Scorsese together. Then, later in the film, a scene from The Searchers is played, depicting a battle between characters named Marty and Charlie, representing the inner conflict of Charlie Cappa (and presumably of Scorsese himself).


    The film begins with Charlie’s conscience speaking over a black screen. Here he explains that a person must make up for his or her sins in the streets rather than in church. Everything else, he explains, is “bullshit.”


    Charlie wakes up. He stands and walks to the mirror hanging on the wall. A crucifix is visible on the wall behind him. He stares at his face, contemplating his own struggle between what he perceives to be good and evil. Inspired by Alfred Hitchcock’s 1963 film The Birds, Scorsese uses three quick cuts that zoom in on Charlie’s face. In the middle of these three cuts the classic Ronettes tune “Be My Baby” starts to play, and the main title sequence begins.


    The music in the film—from “Be My Baby” to the Giuseppe Di Stef-

    ano recordings—is important. Scorsese has said that there was always a variety of music playing at all times when he was growing up in Little Italy. To represent this, the characters of Mean Streets move from song to song (and musical genre to musical genre) as they make their way from one scene to the next.


    The unorthodox main title sequence is shown as a home movie running through a projector. Interestingly, the Kodak leader identifies the home movie as the property of one C. Cappa. The title of this home movie is then identified as Season of the Witch, which was the initial title of Mean Streets. When one looks at these two curious inclusions together, this can be seen as yet another indication that Scorsese and Charlie are in fact one and the same. As the film makes its way through the credits, we see a montage comprised of footage of Charlie and his friends. This gives us our first glimpse at the characters, providing us with clues as to how they will interact with one another and just what their place in Charlie’s life is. The footage also gives us our first glimpse, though only a microcosm, of the Italian American culture that defines Charlie’s world. Opening shots of flashing police lights and later footage of Charlie shaking hands with his priest are representative of the duality of these “mean streets” of Little Italy and of Charlie himself.


    The movie-within-a-movie wraps up with the footage of Charlie walking through the streets during the San Gennaro festival. After this, the main characters are introduced in sequences that will provide us with some insight into each of them. The first sequence introduces us to Tony (David Proval), who owns Volpe’s Bar & Grill. Tony walks into the men’s room, discovering a junkie shooting heroin. Tony becomes enraged and drags the junkie out of the bar. He then throws out a second man whom he suspects of having sold smack to the junkie. This scene reveals a sort of moral code present in the criminal underworld in which the film takes place.


    The second introductory sequence focuses on Michael (Richard Romanus), an up-and-coming hoodlum. Michael is snappily dressed and clearly has higher aspirations within the realm of the criminal underworld. However, this scene in which Michael attempts to fence a truckload of stolen “Jap adaptors” he has mistaken for German lenses indicates that he’s not yet ready to ascend to the levels of criminal management to which he aspires. His later dealings with Johnny Boy, which have been mishandled from the start, will serve as further testament to this.


    The third sequence introduces us to Johnny Boy (Robert De Niro), who is approaching a U.S. mailbox in midday. As pedestrians walk past, he nonchalantly drops a package into the mailbox. He then begins to move away from the mailbox, finally breaking into a sprint. Just as he dives into a doorway, the mailbox explodes violently. In this scene, shot by Scorsese’s second unit cameraman David Osterhout, De Niro makes the grandest entrance in a film since Orson Welles’ arrival in The Third Man. In a short thirty seconds this scene conveys to us that Johnny Boy is a volatile, unpredictable maniac.


    It should be noted that Mardik Martin has stated that he sees Johnny Boy as also being representative of Scorsese. In Martin’s view, Charlie (good) and Johnny Boy (evil) represent the duality of Scorsese. According to Scorsese, Johnny Boy was inspired by one of his uncles, who refused to pay his debtors. “My father comes from a family of eight or nine kids, and he had a number of brothers,” Scorsese explains. “One of them was just a wild man. . . . My father was constantly in the middle of negotiating peace for him.”31


    The fourth and final introductory sequence takes us back to Charlie, who is in church, internally questioning the practices of his religion. He once again concludes that the teachings of the church are all bullshit. Believing that pain is the only true penance, he holds his hand over the flickering flame of a candle for as long as he can bear to do so. This scene once again alludes to the conflict of duality within Charlie as it features internal monologues voiced by both Scorsese and Keitel.


    The next scene finds Charlie in Tony’s bar, which looks quite similar to the bar that will play a significant role in a later Scorsese/De Niro collaboration, GoodFellas. The bar, lit as red as the fires of hell, stands in sharp contrast to the church where we just saw Charlie. Mick Jagger is just starting to sing “Tell Me.” With help from a dolly beneath Keitel’s feet, Charlie seems to float through the crowd in a long uninterrupted shot, concluding with his jumping on stage and dancing with an African American stripper. In the next shot we see Charlie once again practicing his ritual of penance, holding his hand over a candle at his table in the bar. Michael arrives and sits with him. First, he sells Charlie two cartons of cigarettes, which have presumably “fallen off the back of a truck” (again similar to the later GoodFellas), and second, he informs him that Johnny Boy hasn’t been paying him back on a debt he owes. But Charlie vouches for his irresponsible friend, insisting that he will make Johnny Boy see the error of his ways.


    Mere seconds later Johnny Boy shows up at the bar with two women in tow. Always outrageous and always the center of attention, Johnny Boy checks his pants with the checkroom girl instead of his coat. As he makes his way through the bar toward Charlie, there is another internal monologue performed by Scorsese, and we learn that Charlie sees Johnny Boy as a penance of sorts. If he can take care of Johnny Boy and make him see the light, Charlie will be redeemed. The burden this places on Charlie is apparent from his reaction, as he is seemingly the only person in the bar who isn’t amused by Johnny Boy’s checkroom antics. As the Rolling Stones’ “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” plays, Johnny Boy introduces Tony and Charlie to the two women. When Johnny Boy pulls out money and attempts to buy the girls a drink, Charlie takes exception and leads him to the back room for a talk.


    This leads to the improvised scene suggested by De Niro. Trimmed down to a taut four minutes, the Abbott and Costello–inspired scene is performed terrifically by De Niro and Keitel, who both display uncanny comic timing. In the scene Charlie asks Johnny Boy why he didn’t make his weekly payment to Michael on Tuesday, to which Johnny Boy lies and says he paid him. The two then have a comical back-and-forth discussion about which Tuesday it was, and finally Johnny Boy admits that he didn’t pay Michael after all. He then breaks into a long-winded spiel about various characters whom he owes—such as Joey Scala and Joey Clams, who then turn out to be the same person—and tells an unbelievable story about how he lost a substantial amount of money gambling. The story ends with Johnny Boy explaining that he has just purchased new clothing. Finally Charlie takes most of Johnny Boy’s money to put toward the following week’s payment, and the two return to the front of the bar.


    The open contempt that Charlie shows for the two Jewish girls must be seen as a product of the neighborhood’s exclusion of outsiders. Charlie refers to the girls first as “bohemian” and second as “matta christos”—Christ killers. It might also be noted that the two Jewish girls—one of whom is referred to as “the Weintraub girl”—are played by Scorsese’s then real-life girlfriend (and editorial assistant) Sandy Weintraub and one of her sisters.


    Once again in the front of the bar, Johnny Boy orders a round of drinks and puts it on his tab. Michael then approaches Johnny Boy to inquire about the debt he’s owed, to which Johnny Boy swears to pay the following Tuesday. Because Charlie signals to him that everything will be all right, Michael lets Johnny Boy go with a friendly warning.


    The next scene finds Charlie collecting on a debt for his Uncle Giovanni, the neighborhood crime boss. Oscar (Murray Moston), a hardworking restaurateur, informs Charlie that he doesn’t have enough money to make his weekly payment. He concedes to Charlie that one day Giovanni will end up owning the restaurant as the debt is getting more and more difficult for Oscar to pay. He then explains that his business partner, Groppe, has disappeared. The fact that Charlie is a debt collector himself tells us that he knows all too well what the consequences will be if Johnny Boy doesn’t pay off his debt to Michael. In the next scene, Charlie relays to his Uncle Giovanni (Cesare Danova) the information regarding Oscar’s inability to pay his debt and the disappearance of his partner Groppe. Giovanni shows compassion regarding Oscar’s situation but still hints at the fact that one day he will own the man’s business when he asks Charlie if he likes restaurants. This is also intended as a thinly veiled message to Charlie that he may one day be given the restaurant if he continues to climb the ranks in the criminal hierarchy and do what is instructed of him.


    We then witness two long-haired hippies from Riverdale looking for black market fireworks on the streets of Little Italy. Their search leads them to Michael and Tony, who are more than happy to scam the men out of their money. Michael advises the hippies not to buy fireworks from the “Chinks” as their product is inferior. All four of them then drive in Tony’s car to a spot where the hippies are instructed to get out and wait. Michael tells them that he cannot allow anyone to see where he keeps his stash of fireworks but that he will return. However, he needs the cash up front. Once the hippies are out of the car, Michael counts the money and finds that the hippies have shorted him twenty dollars. He and Tony then go get Charlie, and the three of them go to the movies with their newfound cash. They go to Times Square and watch The Searchers, a Scorsese favorite that is discussed in Who’s That Knocking at My Door? and will later serve as the primary inspiration for Taxi Driver.


    The next scene finds Charlie, Johnny Boy, and Tony going to a pool hall to meet their friend Jimmy (Lenny Scaletta). The dark underground pool hall is operated by a numbers runner named Joey Catucci (George Memmoli) who refuses to pay Jimmy for hitting the weekly combination. The always calm Charlie is there to serve as a mediator and to try to persuade Joey to pay Jimmy what he is owed. Things are going well until Johnny Boy inevitably calls Joey a “scumbag” and refers to his female patrons as “skanks.” The tension escalates with each insult until Joey says he will not pay Jimmy. When asked why he won’t pay Jimmy, Joey says it is because Jimmy is a “mook.” None of them has ever heard this word before, but they still take it as an insult. This results in a brawl set to the tune of the Marvelettes’ “Mr. Postman.” This scene feels so spontaneous that many critics assumed it was improvised. However, this was not the case. “The mook scene was in the script,” Mardik Martin says, recalling a debate he had with one film critic who insisted the scene was improvised. “I said, ‘If you want to see the script, I’ll send it to you.’ So he read it and he said, ‘You’re right, it is in the script.’”32


    The brawl continues until two police officers arrive and break it up. The two officers soon reveal that they are on the take, refusing to go until they shake Joey down for “car fare” to Philadelphia. Once the police officers leave, Joey offers everyone a drink and agrees to pay Jimmy the money he is owed. However, once again Johnny Boy insults Joey and a second brawl breaks out.


    Back at Volpe’s, Tony shares a story with Johnny Boy concerning Charlie’s faith. Tony explains that a priest told Charlie a story about a young couple who decided to have premarital sex and ended up dying in an automobile collision as a result of this sin. Tony then explains that a different priest had told him the exact same story only with different characters. As a result, Tony now sees religion as being nothing more than a business with the priests working as salesmen. Charlie says that he is angry, not because the story has done anything to diminish his faith, but because the priest lied to him.


    A suspicious-looking man (Robert Carradine) enters the bar and sits waiting for some time. When a drunk (David Carradine) announces that he has to go to the restroom, the man follows him into the men’s room and shoots him four times. The dying drunk attacks the gunman and the two struggle, eventually finding their way back out into the bar. The gunman shoots the drunk again, and everyone inside the bar turns and runs. The drunk staggers outside and dies. At first this appears to be a random shooting, but we will later learn that this was a hit carried out by an ambitious young “climber.” Tony quickly closes up shop before the police can show up asking questions, and Charlie and Johnny Boy catch a ride with Michael. When they are leaving, two flamboyantly homosexual men (Robert Wilder and Ken Sinclair) talk Michael into giving them a ride away from the scene of the crime, as well. Johnny Boy repeatedly insults the men, calling them faggots, while one of them flirts with Charlie and yells catcalls from Michael’s car. Finally Michael forces the two men out of the car. Charlie and Johnny Boy also exit.


    While standing in front of a gun shop, Charlie and Johnny Boy reminisce about an incident in which Johnny Boy was beaten by police officers. As they talk, Johnny Boy hides behind a car. He tells Charlie that he has seen yet another person he owes money to down the street. Once the man is gone, Charlie and Johnny Boy break into a heavily improvised skirmish with trashcan lids. While making their way to Charlie’s mother’s apartment, the two steal some bread from outside a grocery store owned by one of Charlie’s uncles.


    Once they arrive at the apartment—empty because Charlie’s mother is staying with his sickly grandmother—Johnny Boy complains that there is no food. He then suggests breaking into his aunt’s apartment across the alley and stealing some food. Charlie suggests that Johnny Boy might frighten his cousin Teresa, to which Johnny Boy coldly jokes that she might have an epileptic fit and they could watch. This remark establishes the relationship between Johnny Boy and Teresa and further serves as a testament to Johnny Boy’s lack of respect for anyone or anything. The remark also angers Charlie, who verbally reprimands him for being a “jerk off.” Charlie then goes to the window and watches Teresa undress, and the scene cuts to Charlie and Teresa naked in a hotel bed. Charlie reveals to her that he had a dream about having sex with her in which he ejaculated blood. Despite Charlie’s insistence that he does not love Teresa, his anger toward Johnny Boy and his guilt-ridden dream both hint that Charlie does love Teresa but doesn’t want to admit it to either himself or her.


    In the next scene Charlie goes to visit his Uncle Giovanni, who is talking with the father of the climber who gunned down the drunk at Tony’s bar. The man asks Giovanni for forgiveness for an unwarranted hit and asks him to protect his son. Giovanni tells the man to send his son to Miami for six months to a year until things have died down and then he will see what he can do to help him. Scorsese then cuts to Charlie and Teresa walking down the beach. While Charlie still refuses to say that he loves Teresa, he does affectionately tell her that he likes her. They then discuss his friendship with her cousin Johnny Boy, which she discourages. Charlie stands his ground, asking who will help Johnny Boy if he doesn’t. Charlie then compares himself to St. Francis, prompting Teresa to remind Charlie of his occupation, which is at odds with his vision of himself. St. Francis, she reminds him, did not run numbers.


    We then see Charlie at the bar hitting on Diane (Jeannie Bell), an African American stripper. Charlie suggests to her that one day when he opens his restaurant/nightclub, she can work there as a hostess. The two agree to go out together for Chinese food to discuss this offer. Charlie takes a cab to pick up Diane but ends up instructing the cabbie to take him home. After all, he reasons, it wouldn’t do to be seen with a black girl. This is yet another example of the racism and restrictive traditional mind-set that permeates Charlie’s neighborhood. Diane, just like Teresa, could potentially make Charlie happy, but he once again chooses to forgo his own happiness in favor of what the neighborhood deems appropriate. In Charlie’s conflicted mind, if he does what is expected of him, then he can one day take over Oscar’s restaurant and be happy.


    We next see Charlie meeting with Uncle Giovanni, who is holding court at Oscar’s restaurant. Giovanni instructs Charlie to stay away from Johnny Boy. He then brings up Teresa, saying that she’s sick in the head because of her epilepsy. He then instructs Charlie to stay away from both of them as he considers them both to be trouble. After subtly giving this command, Giovanni and his associate Mario (Vic Argo) advise Charlie to look around the restaurant so they can talk in private. As Charlie inspects the kitchen, he once again performs his own act of penance by holding his hand over an open flame.


    Charlie goes to see Teresa to tell her that he can’t see her anymore, telling her that she and her cousin are making life difficult for him. He explains that his uncle is going to give him Oscar’s restaurant in due time if he follows his commands. Charlie cannot sever the ties with Teresa, however, and ends up kissing her. When she tells him that she loves him, he says he doesn’t want to say that, implying that he does in fact love her.


    In the next scene Charlie once again meets with Giovanni, who informs him that Oscar’s missing partner has killed himself. The subtext here is that Oscar will not be able to keep his restaurant much longer without his partner, so Charlie’s time may be coming soon. Michael arrives while Charlie and Giovanni are talking, and Charlie asks him to wait outside until after the conversation has concluded. Charlie then goes outside and talks to Michael, who informs him that Johnny Boy has quit his job. As a courtesy, Michael agrees to one last sit down at a private party later that night, but it is clear that Michael has almost reached his breaking point where Johnny Boy is concerned.


    That night at the party Michael shows Tony a photograph of his new girlfriend. Tony then informs him that he saw the girl kissing a “nigger.” This fact, coupled with the fact that Johnny Boy is two hours late for their meeting, has Michael irritated. Here Scorsese employs a brief montage to the tune of the Chips’ “Rubber Biscuit” showing the partygoers drinking and having a good time. We then see a long uninterrupted shot of an inebriated Charlie gliding jerkily through the bar. This stylistic effect was created by fitting Keitel with an Arriflex body harness that was covered by his jacket. A camera was then attached, giving Keitel’s movements an unusually stylistic appearance and making it look as though the room is moving rather than Charlie himself. Charlie is soon sobered up when Michael comes to tell him that Johnny Boy is late. Ever the peacemaker, Charlie attempts to stall Michael. He then negotiates a deal with Michael, convincing him to lower the vig (slang for interest owed) from $3,000 to $2,000. Michael warns that if Johnny Boy is trying to make him look like a jerk he will break his legs, reminding Charlie that this is business. He then tells Charlie that he should have had sense enough not to have gotten involved. Once it is apparent that Johnny Boy isn’t coming, Michael promises that if he isn’t paid the following Tuesday he will personally break Johnny Boy’s legs.


    Violence once again erupts in the bar when a man’s girlfriend dances with another man. Once the dust has settled, Teresa arrives, telling Charlie that Johnny Boy is shooting a handgun on the roof. As Johnny Boy attempts to shoot the lights out on the Empire State Building, Charlie shows up and tries to talk some sense into him. But even as Charlie is talking to him, the mischievous Johnny Boy tosses a lit firecracker off the building in the hopes of waking up the neighborhood. The two then make their way to a cemetery, where they sit and talk. Charlie tells Johnny Boy to go back to his job, but Johnny thinks loading trucks is beneath him. Johnny then tells Charlie that he’s figured out a way out of the situation—he wants Charlie to talk to his Uncle Giovanni on his behalf. Not wanting his uncle to know about Johnny Boy’s outstanding debts or Charlie’s continued involvement with him, Charlie says no.


    The next scene skips to the following Tuesday. Michael warns Charlie that Johnny Boy had better show up this time, threatening to inflict bodily harm upon him if he doesn’t. Michael then seeks out Teresa and instructs her to remind Johnny Boy of their meeting later that night. Charlie and Teresa then meet, and Charlie asks Teresa where her cousin is, but she doesn’t know. Meanwhile, we see Johnny Boy on the street senselessly beating a man for no reason whatsoever. Back at Charlie’s mother’s apartment Charlie and Teresa are arguing because of Johnny Boy. As Charlie tries to calm Teresa, Johnny Boy shows up at the window. As Charlie attempts to talk some sense into him, Johnny Boy mocks him. He threatens to tell Giovanni about Charlie’s secret relationship with Teresa. Johnny Boy then makes a joke about Teresa having a seizure when having an orgasm, causing Charlie to slap him. The stress proves to be too much for Teresa, and she has a seizure. Charlie asks Johnny Boy to help him with Teresa, but he runs out of the building. When a woman, played by Catherine Scorsese, the director’s mother, comes to the rescue, Charlie runs after Johnny Boy. The two talk about the meeting with Michael, and Johnny Boy tells Charlie that he doesn’t have the money. Charlie then gives Johnny Boy some money to pay Michael, and they go to the bar.
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    When Charlie and Johnny Boy arrive at Volpe’s, they are told that Michael has left, but will return soon. As they wait, Charlie causes a scene with a “Jew bastard” when he holds his girlfriend, inviting him to try and pull her away. Michael shows up shortly after. When Charlie informs him that Johnny Boy has only thirty dollars to pay him, Michael is offended. Johnny Boy then gives him ten dollars, explaining that he has spent the other twenty dollars on drinks. Johnny Boy then insults Michael repeatedly, saying that he borrows money from him because he’s the only person he could borrow money from without paying him back. When Michael jumps over the bar to get at him, Johnny Boy pulls a gun on him. Michael leaves the bar, and Charlie and Tony take the gun away from Johnny Boy. Charlie borrows Tony’s car, and he and Johnny Boy go to a movie to hide out for a while. The movie is Roger Corman’s The Tomb of Ligeia.


    After the movie, Charlie telephones Teresa and asks to borrow some money. Teresa then insists that she go along with them. Charlie drives them all to Brooklyn, where Johnny Boy will be safer. As they are driving, a car swerves around them. At first they assume the car is simply a reckless driver, but then they see that Michael is driving. Upon Michael’s order, a man in the backseat (Martin Scorsese) starts firing a pistol into their car. Johnny Boy is struck in the neck, and both Charlie and Teresa are injured. Charlie’s car then crashes, and we see Teresa’s hand sticking out of the windshield. As all of this is happening, we see brief shots of Tony washing his hands, Giovanni watching television, and Diane the stripper sitting in a diner as though she were still waiting for Charlie. These shots are meant to imply that life will continue in Little Italy whether Charlie and company live or die.


    At the end of the film, we don’t know whether or not Charlie, Johnny Boy, and Teresa will survive. However, Scorsese has stated, “people think that at the end of Mean Streets, Johnny Boy and Charlie die. They don’t die, they live, they go on. That’s the really hard part, going on.”33 Scorsese has also said that each of the three survivors is now damned. Charlie will have to face his uncle again, Johnny Boy will still have to face his unpaid debts, and Teresa will continue fighting, to no avail, for Charlie’s affections.
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