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Prologue

August 11, 1988—Universal City, California

The news conference was winding down. The last speaker, a Southern Baptist pastor from Atlanta, leaned into the microphones sprouting from the top of the podium, ready to give his peroration to the noonday crowd gathered at the entrance to the Universal Studios Tour. He held up a petition clipped from the Atlanta Journal. “We have called Universal time and again. We have contacted their offices. The last conversation, last Friday, what they told us was this: ‘We don’t care about your petitions. Bring them and dump them with the guards, and we’ll put them in a dump.’ You know what they were saying? They were saying, ‘We don’t care about the opinions and the heartbeat of 135,000 Americans.’ I want you to know, friends, we care about them. And I want you to know they can be made to care about them. We can’t speak to their hearts.” He tapped his temple with his finger. “We can’t speak to their heads. We can speak to their wallets. Do it with love, but do it!”1

And with that, the program’s speakers—Christian and Jewish religious leaders, televangelists, talk show hosts, entertainers, and moral values entrepreneurs—rose from their folding chairs. They stood for a minute, exchanging small talk with one another, then walked away as news crews backpedaled in front of them, probing their air space with boom microphones. Suddenly someone with a bullhorn revved up the crowd with chants of “Boycott MCA!”—each time louder and more strident. After the last chorus, the people let loose a hearty burst of cheers and started emptying out of the plaza. Late arrivers came streaming in from parking lots and side streets, joining the crowd that jostled and flowed along toward Lankershim Boulevard. At the bottom of the hill they came up against a row of sawhorses, patrolled by police on horseback.

For a few long minutes they waited. Finally the signal came. The barriers were moved away and the marchers set themselves in motion—“Kind of like the Dodgers had let out at the stadium and [the fans] all were coming down Lankershim Boulevard,” a police captain told the Orange County Register.2 Carrying Bibles, placards, and crosses, pushing baby strollers, holding hands, and singing hymns, the thousands of Christians who had driven or ridden church buses from places like Tustin, Long Beach, Pomona, Santa Ana, Azusa, and West Covina strolled the northbound lanes under a blazing sun.

Local TV news helicopters pivoted hundreds of feet overhead. From that vantage, the effect on the city’s traffic was dramatically visible from north to south. The Hollywood Freeway was gridlocked for miles from the Universal City off-ramp, and police controlled access to Lankershim all the way to the 134 Freeway a mile to the north. Though the organizers had failed to apply for a permit from the city of North Hollywood, this legality no longer mattered. “There was a momentum there that took on its own mass and nothing could stop it,” said John Stewart, a KKLA-FM talk show host and one of the chief organizers, “because we controlled that day.”3

This was indeed their day, their day to stop traffic and force all of Los Angeles to see the power of their numbers and witness the raw emotion of their complaints. They had heard the tribal drumbeat of southern California’s Christian radio stations—KKLA’s signal reaching deep into the heart of Los Angeles and the San Fernando Valley, KBRT-AM blanketing Orange County and south all the way to San Diego. Listeners were told, Stewart recalled, to “find one person in their congregation, if they could, who would be willing to put the word out, organize it, and make sure everybody could get there in plenty of time.”4 Reinforced by broadcasts from the PTL television network and the Santa Ana–based Trinity Broadcasting Network, the message roused Californians by the busload and delivered them to Universal City on a hot August weekday, because they believed—in the words of the Reverend Donald Wildmon, the defiant leader of the American Family Association—“M.C.A./Universal planned, the very next day, to release a movie which portrays the Lord Jesus Christ as a liar, a fornicator and a weak, confused, fearful individual unsure of who he is.”5

Surely no less serious an offense would have brought them to the doorstep of MCA, Inc., the parent company of Universal Pictures. For these Christians in their polo shirts, jeans, ball caps, and sundresses, the act of protesting didn’t come naturally.

“The reason I am here is I believe [Universal is motivated by] the almighty dollar,” said a Catholic from San Clemente. “We have to step up as Christians. There’s too much apathy.”6

“There comes a time when you have to stand up,” said the wife of a retired contractor from San Bernardino. “It seems unreal they can do a film like this.”7

Asked what she planned to do after that day, an African American women said, “I plan to tell everybody I see, ‘Don’t see the film.’ My school, my church, my acquaintances, my associates. Because it’s blasphemous to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.”8

A bearded, bare-chested young man, white cloth wrapped around his hips, strands of grapevine on his brow, stood with a big wooden cross leaning on his shoulder. Asked how he was going to protest the film, he replied, “Just by bearing witness that Christ died for all men.”9

The multitude bore witness with their bodies, their hymns and hallelujahs, and the signs they had crafted in recent days and nights in living rooms, kitchens, and church basements. What they displayed to the world was nothing short of a riot of bare-knuckled sloganeering: “Don’t Show the Movie!” “Stop This Attack on Christianity.” “Faith Not Filth.” “Dios No, Sera Burlado.” “Universal Is the Devil’s Advocate.”

Many of the signs showed a flair for phrasemaking: “The Greatest Story Ever Distorted.” “Scriptures Not Scripts.” “Holy Word Not Hollywood.” “The Lie Is $6.50, The Truth Is Free.”

One marcher found in Psalms 53:1 the words she needed to channel her fury against the infidel: “The Fool has said, ‘There is No God.’ ”

Another had tacked a bill of particulars to the top of a one-by-four:

The HISTORICAL DISTORTION and
DEFAMATION of the CHARACTER
of Jesus Christ in this film is MORALLY
OFFENSIVE!

Other signs warned of a final justice trumping anything that Hollywood’s artisans of screen magic could produce—“Coming Soon: Judgment Day at Universal”; “Get Right or Get Left.”

Inscriptions of anti-Semitism also rose darkly out of the maelstrom. One placard reading “Jews II”—alluding simultaneously to Universal’s famed shark movie and the Holocaust—floated conspicuously above the crowd at the news conference. Another sign showed a cartoon figure of Adolf Hitler lighting a match to a building called “Universal Studios Gas Chamber.” Questioned by a Chicago Tribune reporter, the artist said of his work, “I mean no personal attack. . . . But they are rubbing Christians the wrong way, and they know it. So I’m rubbing them back. This sign is fiction, just as their film is.”10

Inside the Universal Studios complex, security officers approached the heads of departments and offered to evacuate their quarters. Fred Mound, senior vice president of distribution, waved them away from his office suite. “These people aren’t going to hurt anybody,” he said. “This is a peaceful demonstration.”11 For Universal’s production president, Sean Daniel, the reference point for all of this was the civil rights and peace marches of an earlier era, in which he had participated as a student. The irony of now being subjected to an uprising of Christian suburbanites was not lost on him.12 For others, however, the sight of thousands of agitated people moving past the studio’s front door was something new and ominous. “The fact is those folks protesting were within a stone’s throw away,” one publicity executive said, “and any one of them could have rushed the building. . . . There were moments when I felt if somebody knew what they were doing, and they were fanatical about it, they could really cause some concern.”13

Set back about fifty yards from Lankershim was Universal’s “producer’s building,” a ziggurat of white terraces and lush foliage that housed the marketing and sales departments. The fourth floor office of Sally Van Slyke, vice president of national publicity, opened onto a balcony that offered a panoramic view of Lankershim Boulevard. With nearly all work at the studio on hold, colleagues from the production, marketing, and distribution departments were coming into her office for a catered lunch of deli sandwiches, potato salad, soft drinks, and bottled water.

The New York Times reporter Aljean Harmetz was the only member of the press invited inside the studio that day. During the next week, her stories in the Times would disclose how Universal’s executives viewed the controversy and what their plans were for opening the film. At Van Slyke’s suggestion, Harmetz called Joan Bullard, the spokeswoman for the Universal Studio Tour. Harmetz learned that Universal would probably earn about $4,500 in parking charges from the demonstrators. The congregants on the balcony joked that though receipts from the tour would probably be lower than usual that day, they might make up for it with parking fees.14

Possibly thinking about her lead in the next day’s Times article about the march, Harmetz turned to the person standing next to her, Josh Baran, and asked, “How many people do you think are out there?”15

To Baran the question was more than a chance to help a reporter with her story. It was also an unwitting invitation to help his client, Universal Pictures. The president of a Venice Beach public relations firm, Josh Baran had been hired eight months earlier to assess the sensitive religious issues raised by the film and reach out to liberal religious organizations and allied groups. As the controversy stalked the cultural landscape like a tropical storm system, filling newspapers, television news programs, and talk shows with conjectures and debates about the unfinished film, Baran found himself moving into crisis mode—“media-training” Universal’s executives, steering reporters toward “friendly” clergy, defending the studio in an unprecedented full-page ad placed in the nation’s major newspapers.

Now, with the film’s opening just one day away, the media storm seemed to be on the verge of breaking up into potentially dozens of localized disturbances. There were real threats to deal with, and it was Baran’s job to make sure the studio had its defenses well organized and its contingency plans in place. At each of the nine theaters showing the film, patrons would pass through metal detectors, off-duty police would search purses and bags, and angry Christians would gather in designated protest areas. For the first time in memory—perhaps for the first time since 1915, when thousands of angry African Americans marched against The Birth of a Nation16—moviegoing was an act loaded with political significance and fraught with physical danger.

Baran concentrated on how the march at Universal City was going to play in that night’s network news programs and the next morning’s papers. If the crowd took on the appearance of an immense and unstoppable force, how would it affect the theater owners who had not yet decided whether to book the film and were under intense pressure in their communities not to show it? Would it inflame virulent protests across the American heartland?

A large protest—or even a “larger-than-expected” turnout—is often critical to the news media’s story hook. Reports of impressive crowd sizes lend credence to the organizers’ claims that their cause has broad-based support; they also reverberate within a movement itself, stirring strong feelings of community among members and helping attract others to the cause. An extraordinary crowd can even make history, persisting in the collective memory for decades: the twenty-five thousand who crossed the Potomac to encircle the Pentagon in the first major Vietnam War protest in 1965; the half million who trekked to Woodstock in 1969; the Million Man March that thrust the Nation of Islam onto the national stage in 1995.

A smaller crowd, on the other hand, is usually all it takes to consign stories of protest to the back pages or push them off the media agenda altogether. It can also signal a setback—if not an abject failure—of the group’s message, deflating the spirits of organizers and foot soldiers alike.

“I don’t know, Aljean,” Josh Baran finally said. “Seven thousand?”

Baran himself did not necessarily trust the number he gave her, but the public’s perception of the attack on Universal was at stake.

“Nobody knows how to count crowds,” Baran said later. “It’s all lies, it’s all nonsense. . . . So, when I said seven, she just wrote the damn thing down. I would have guessed there were twenty or thirty thousand people or more, but who knows? Who knows?”17

The next morning, the headline above Harmetz’s byline read, “7,500 Picket Universal over Movie about Jesus.” Not only did she not source the number, it turned out to be the lowest estimate reported by the nation’s major media outlets. The Philadelphia Inquirer described a crowd of 10,000—a number echoed by ABC’s Peter Jennings—and the Chicago Tribune reported “a crowd estimated by police at 10,000 to 15,000 people.” But CBS’s Dan Rather, the Atlanta Journal, and the Los Angeles Times, all put the crowd at 25,000, also citing police sources. John Dart, the religion reporter for the Los Angeles Times, saw his colleague Russell Chandler’s number before the story was filed and thought that “he took a high figure that wasn’t warranted. . . . The journalist’s temptation is to go with the higher figure, because if you go with the lower figure, you’re going to look silly if somebody else has the higher figure.”18

Crucially, the Associated Press took the highest figure of 25,000 in the story it moved to hundreds of newspapers that day. This number has since been replicated in nearly every account of those occurrences of August 11, 1988. Whatever the reality of that day, the event at Universal City had secured its place as the largest public protest of a media company in U.S. history.19

Their lunch finished, the executives settled back to watch, as if they were viewing a Fourth of July parade. Many of the executives had only the slightest familiarity with the evangelical Christian culture. They laughed when a convoy of leather-jacketed Christ’s Sons, a motorcycle club from Orange County, rumbled by on their choppers. They were surprised to see people of African, Asian, and Hispanic heritage walking among the mainly white crowd. One of them recalled, “We’d wave to them, and they waved back, but they didn’t realize those were the key people they were probably targeting.”20 Some of the studio’s own employees joined the march and waved good-naturedly to their bosses on Sally Van Slyke’s balcony.

The overwhelming majority of the marchers were peaceful and meant no harm. But during the previous two months, a number of disturbing incidents had prompted the studio to take special precautions. The death threats received by MCA’s senior executives were met with a solution familiar to this high-profile world: round-the-clock bodyguards. Their families were frightened, but Lew Wasserman; MCA’s president, Sidney J. Sheinberg; and Tom Pollock, Universal’s motion picture division chairman, understood that the top officials of media companies—particularly Jewish officials who approve the release of controversial pictures—would always be targeted by the rabid fringe of the Christian right. “They’ve been killing me for years,” Wasserman said wearily to Pollock at one point during the crisis.21

Even Sally Van Slyke, publicly visible as the studio’s spokesperson, had become the target of vicious threats. With her staff she managed to keep her composure and resolve intact. As one colleague put it, “She was our lieutenant, in many cases our general, in getting through this whole thing.”22

No one on the balcony that day knew better than Tom Pollock how they had reached this pass. When Pollock sat down in February 1987 with Martin Scorsese and his wife, the producer Barbara De Fina, to discuss a film based on the novel, he was aware of its brief, troubled life at Paramount years earlier. Paramount’s president, Michael Eisner, and the studio’s production chief, Jeffrey Katzenberg, were attracted to the concept of a fresh take on the Christ story, especially one that America’s most brilliant filmmaker was passionate to make. Through the summer of 1983 and into the fall, budget concerns, casting difficulties, and a sudden change of producers plagued the project. But it was the Christian outrage boiling up seemingly out of nowhere that most seriously worried Paramount’s management, and rumors of the movie’s death spiral spread across the film community. Finally, after enduring torrents of mail at Gulf + Western’s Manhattan offices, Chief Executive Officer Martin Davis placed the call to Barry Diller, Paramount’s chairman, to stop the project just weeks before production was to begin.
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Sally Van Slyke and Tom Pollock at Universal Studios, August 11, 1988, with marchers on Lankershim Boulevard in the background. (Author’s collection)

Trepidations from the Paramount debacle shadowed the project’s arrival at Universal. Soon after the meeting with Scorsese, when he was told that the project was going to be approved, Sid Sheinberg warned Pollock about the possible consequences for the company. As Sheinberg remembered it, “I expressed to him my concern that he was entering into an area where frankly we would have a lot of potential aggravation, and I’m not sure I really knew the ultimate commercial reason for this aggravation because I never thought that [this film] was a subject matter that would become very successful.”23 But there was a difference between Pollock’s informing Sheinberg or Wasserman of his intent to green-light a film and asking for either’s approval. “The decision was not theirs,” Pollock was to say later. “And unless they had been radically opposed to it, I would have gone ahead and made it anyway. Because you don’t ask permission unless you’re prepared to follow what someone else says.”24

Then there was the reaction months earlier of Josh Baran, who told Pollock, after reading the script and enduring a couple of sleepless nights, that this was going to be the most controversial film ever released by any studio in the history of the movie business. He said to Pollock, “Tom, this is certain. This film is going to shake the studio. This is going to be like a nuclear bomb.” Pollock asked him how he could be sure. Wasn’t he exaggerating? “I don’t think so,” said Baran.25

But Tom Pollock was still at a place where he could not understand why people were incensed. Taking off his necktie and suit coat, he left Van Slyke’s office and walked alone through the marketing department—the bunker, it had been called during these crisis-filled weeks—through the studio gate and out to Lankershim Boulevard. Pollock didn’t tell the marchers who he was. Still, he felt nervous. He had been named in newsletters, petitions, and fact sheets distributed by the American Family Association and Focus on the Family and other groups as one of the “non-Christian” MCA executives responsible for this reviled film. The frequent misspellings of his name—“Tom Pollack”—were annoying enough, but what truly bewildered him were the blatant misrepresentations of the film and Universal’s motives that he read about in this literature and saw on the religious cable channels.

He moved among the marchers, wanting to find out why they came, what they were saying, what they knew about the film. He began by asking, “Why are you here?”

’Cause last Sunday in church, my minister told me to come.

“Well, what do you think is going on here?”

Well, they have Jesus having sex. They have Jesus in a homosexual affair. They’re desecrating my Lord. They can’t do that.

“And of course nobody had seen the movie,” Pollock recalled. “They were all misinformed. . . . By then, logic and rationality were gone.”

After a certain point, it was not enough simply to absorb what they were saying about a movie they had not seen. He felt compelled to tell one of them, “Well, I have seen the movie, and in fact, Jesus is not portrayed as a homosexual.”26 It is not known what the interlocutor thought of this information from the Universal chairman.

After spending a half hour questioning the people who hated his organization and the movie it was now introducing to the nation, Tom Pollock reentered the studio gate. He had a few hours left to attend to the afternoon’s other business before getting ready for the next day’s premiere, when The Last Temptation of Christ would open in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, San Francisco, and five other cities at theaters owned by the Cineplex Odeon chain. Audiences would finally be able to judge for themselves Martin Scorsese’s effort to “push the concept of Jesus into the twenty-first century,”27 as the director put it.

Taking a last look at the crowd before walking back to his office, Pollock asked a question that, Aljean Harmetz noted in the next day’s New York Times, was not in the least rhetorical: “Do you think anyone will come tomorrow?”28

BY ALMOST any standard, the firestorm accompanying the release of The Last Temptation of Christ was beyond the pale of media controversies before or since. No film since Last Temptation—not Do the Right Thing, Natural Born Killers, Basic Instinct, Dogma, The Passion of the Christ, Farenheit 911, Brokeback Mountain, or The Da Vinci Code—aroused the passions of a wider spectrum of the public, involved the country’s religious, political, and media communities to a greater degree, or resulted in more worldwide actions against distributors, theaters, and theater owners. By the day of the massive rally at MCA headquarters, the film had already borne an unreasonable, maybe even irrational, burden of expectations. Large numbers of religious conservatives were fully invested in the belief that Hollywood would run roughshod over their values and way of life if Martin Scorsese’s film was allowed to open unchallenged, while many of the film community’s decision makers and artists believed their free speech rights and economic prerogatives would be put in jeopardy if they did not act aggressively to turn back the challenge.

Ironically, this crisis swirled around what some considered an “art film,” a film that—according to statements by its director, screenwriter, and actors—was never intended to foist a tabloid version of Jesus on America. The Last Temptation of Christ boasted no A-list stars. It certainly did not appeal to the cherished moviegoer demographic of twelve- to twenty-four-year-olds. It had a running time of 164 minutes and a pace that often slowed for disquisitions on faith, God, and love. Clearly unfit as a vehicle for contributing to any of the revenue streams that large, diversified media corporations have come to expect from their motion picture divisions—such as licensed merchandise, theme park exploitation, and sequels—the film’s only promotional hooks were its distinctions as a Martin Scorsese picture and as an alternative, “what-if” version of the Christ story. And the latter was arguably more of a liability than a benefit, given the weak performance of other religious-themed films of the eighties, such as Monty Python’s supremely irreverent satire, The Life of Brian, and Jean-Luc Godard’s modern allegory, Hail Mary. At the end of its North American theatrical run, The Last Temptation of Christ had played in only 140 theaters and grossed $8,373,000, which put it in the bottom ten of 1988’s top one hundred releases.29

How did this austere, commercially unpromising film arouse the ire of so many Americans? Why was it seen as such a moral and spiritual calamity that the mere possibility of its release was attacked at every turn?

One answer, of course, is that it wasn’t the size or the popularity of the film, but its subject matter and the way it was realized artistically, that caused the provocation. But this answer is not only inadequate, it begs still other questions. Whose story of Christ was it? What was the vision, the artistic argument, that animated this work of fiction, and how did it persevere through one obstacle after another? How did two major motion picture companies arrive at the decision of making a film so far afield from the types they normally produce, a film that was practically radioactive in its implications—and why did one of them back out of its commitment? How did the movie become captive to the social and political forces at play in the late twentieth century, as well as a force of its own, shaping the battlegrounds of future culture war struggles? And what does this episode reveal about the dramatic arc of media-inspired controversies, about the logics, strategies, and tactics that keep a culture war dispute alive until it is of no further use to those who created it?

This book is the story of a work of the imagination—and ultimately, of Hollywood itself—under siege. Drawing on interviews with many of the principals and previously unused historical materials, the book tells how a singularly provocative film became entangled in Hollywood’s priorities; the motives, miscalculations, and courage of those who brought it to the screen; the dialogue it engendered about the parallel cultures in the United States that have grown further apart in the years since; and the lasting effect the film and its conflicted reception had on the entertainment industry.

All controversies are supernovae of popular discourse. And at least one measure of the success of works like The Last Temptation of Christ is their ability to energize people’s voices about the things that matter most to them. As the controversy peaked in the summer of 1988, Last Temptation stimulated conversations at all levels of the public sphere about freedom of speech and access to art in a pluralistic society; the putative power of religious leaders and their constituencies; the secular media industry’s obligations to the public, particularly when it intervenes in the spiritual arena; and, in a more reflexive vein, what it means for this or any other issue to blow up into highly polarized forms of opinionated talk. This book explores how The Last Temptation of Christ—or, more accurately, people’s ideas of what the film represented—triggered debates about a range of issues concerning art, religion, and cultural politics that were latent in the national consciousness and are still being debated today.

The Christian right’s efforts to bring a media conglomerate to its knees was also a highly visible part of the summer’s spectacle. The beleaguered studio saw its normally secure grip on exhibition melt away; boycotts against MCA were first threatened, then announced; and the company’s senior management team was vilified as latter-day crucifiers, which revived fears of Jewish dominance among the Hollywood elite, and of interfaith antipathy more generally. MCA, and the motion picture industry as a whole, responded with one of the toughest defenses ever mounted on behalf of any film, company, or individual. These unfolding events, so “real” as they undoubtedly appeared to most Americans, belied the extent of their construction by publicity specialists, the mainstream news and entertainment press, and other cultural players.

The Last Temptation of Christ was in fact one of the first instances—and is, in many respects, still the prototype—of the strategic employment of certain practices for calibrating (or manipulating) a culture war drama. Today many of these practices have become routine. Indeed, the notion that controversies are triggered solely by the transgressive actions of an artist is largely a myth. Creative projects now usually come from writers, directors, and performers who have proven themselves capable of skillfully probing the boundaries of social conventions, moral codes, and good taste. For their part, studios study the risks and benefits of edgy, envelope-pushing films early in the development process. As soon as such films are ready to roll out, sophisticated publicity campaigns engage with audiences through the ever-proliferating apparatus of talk shows, entertainment news magazines, op-ed columns, Web sites, blogs, and so forth. And if moral panics erupt, crisis managers stand ready to frame the terms of the debates and, if necessary, limit the collateral damage suffered by their clients.

Advocacy groups also depend on a steady flow of provocative content to advance their causes. They run a well-tuned machinery of their own, pushing their views and mobilizing their troops on cable TV channels, talk radio, and direct-mail and Internet operations. Even if such groups do not actually foment culture war flare-ups, many of them are ever on the lookout for media products that can be vilified for violating the transcendent values they hold dear.

Simply put, professional accomplices are required at least as much as true believers for a crisis to go to full incandescence. Through all their efforts, a film transcends its status as a commodity and becomes a highly charged token of moral drift, artistic integrity, or any number of other imputed qualities. The danger of this path, however, lies in its essential unpredictability. For all those who are tempted to exploit the prevailing tensions in the public sphere, there is always the chance of misplaying (or misunderstanding) their roles in the drama. This book reveals the logic and tactical maneuvering of a media company—behavior that was often skillful, but also sometimes less than perfectly executed—when it was required to shift abruptly from business-as-usual to uneasy, sometimes hostile encounters with the public, news media, and theater owners. This side of the film’s journey—the boiler-room dynamics of crisis control at full bore—is, in the words of one of the key figures, “the greatest story never told.”

The trajectory of this tempest would surely have been different—indeed, it might not even have happened—were it not for the extraordinary vision of the novelist who wrote this work more than fifty years ago and the sheer ambition and tenacity of the film’s director. The penultimate work of Nikos Kazantzakis’ most productive period of writing, and his second-biggest seller, after Zorba the Greek, The Last Temptation was the first major novel to explore the humanity of Jesus and the struggles forced by his dual nature as God and man. Under attack almost as soon as it left its author’s hand, the novel moved indomitably ahead. From the furor aroused by the novel’s European publication, to censorship attempts in the United States in the 1960s, to the worldwide battles against the film and its video release, critics and defenders have clashed repeatedly over the story’s speculative thesis and its Nietzschean hero.

Last Temptation’s long march to the screen was marked by a willful pursuit of the improbable, even by the standards of an industry inured to grandiose ambition. Indeed, few other motion pictures faced such formidable obstacles just getting to production. A passion of Martin Scorsese’s for more than fifteen years, Nikos Kazantzakis’ version of the Christ story was never easily digestible material in the context of Hollywood’s commercial imperatives. Just when it was widely thought to be unmakeable, the project was shepherded into production through the concerted efforts of two of the most powerful players of the 1980s: Michael Ovitz, president of Creative Artists Agency, and Tom Pollock, Universal Pictures chairman. The deal they engineered played a large role in reestablishing Scorsese as a sought-after director with the prestige to have his films financed by major studios.

Although critics disagree about where The Last Temptation of Christ ranks with the rest of Scorsese’s work, almost all agree that the film’s startling imagery and unusual interpretations of Christ’s life broke decisively with the biblical epic tradition. For the first time, a film coming out of the Hollywood system dealt seriously with Christ’s relevance in the post-Enlightenment age. The importance of the film for Scorsese himself is also undeniable. The Last Temptation of Christ articulated with disarming frankness many of the themes that had always been implicit in his work. It spoke in the most elemental way to his lifelong concerns with personal redemption and the possibility of living heroically in a corrupted world.

As Scorsese said in our conversation: “I was very zealous about making a film about Jesus, ultimately to engage the spectator and make it accessible to a modern viewer. More accessible than the things of the past. And the first thing, in order to do that, was to do the film unlike any of the films that had been done about Jesus. And to make Jesus’s character according to the Kazantzakis book, which is fully divine and human—but the fully human side, so human that those in the audience who were despairing and saying, ‘Oh, I’m no good, I’ve done this, I’ve done that, and I pray to Jesus but that’s not going to help me’—And no, he feels the same way in the film. So he knows, you know. He knows.”

This is where the tale begins, with two artists—separated by thirty-five years, both of them functioning at the highest levels of their respective fields—striving to say something daringly original about the most important spiritual figure in the Western world and the greatest inspiration of their own lives. And oblivious to the consequences.


1

Dying Dangerously

FOR ALMOST AS LONG as Christianity has existed, authors have retold the life of Jesus Christ. The vast majority of these plays, poems, stories, and novels are unabashedly devotional. Their purpose, wrote Theodore Ziolkowski in Fictional Transfigurations of Jesus, “is to produce a Poor Man’s Jesus, as it were, a Gospel reduced to the lowest common denominator of the times and put into terms that require no effort of the imagination.”1 Making far greater demands on readers’ imaginations are works that conjure entirely new mythologies of his life. The impulse to say something daringly original about the Christ figure has erupted in novels as diverse as D. H. Lawrence’s The Man Who Died (1930), Robert Graves’s King Jesus (1946), José Saramago’s The Gospel according to Jesus Christ (1994), Norman Mailer’s The Gospel according to the Son (1997), Jim Crace’s Quarantine (1999), and Nino Ricci’s Testament: A Novel (2003).

There is no one template or formula for these literary experiments. Some authors draw on archaeological evidence, historical theory, and other scholarly sources to re-create the world of two thousand years ago. Others try to deconstruct Jesus psychologically, using today’s metaphors or modes of analysis. Still others use the Christ story as a canvas for projecting their own concerns or conflicts. Whatever their motives, writers typically set anchor just far enough into the Scriptures to ground their fiction in a commonly recognizable Jesus, before going on to confront readers with new voices, new themes, and new questions about his identity. What actually happened at critical junctures of his life? What are the alternative ways of interpreting his relationships with the disciples, Mary Magdalene, his family, God? What could have been the nature of his psyche, his emotions and aspirations? Who was he, really? Was he a great ethical teacher? An unusually powerful healer and exorcist? Was he a political revolutionary, a Jewish prophet with an apocalyptic message? Or was he what the Gospels say he was: a singular man both human and divine who was bodily resurrected?

Inevitably, writers take enormous artistic risks when they enter this territory. As Salman Rushdie suggested in his essay “Is Nothing Sacred?” it is in the nature of novels to go where a sacred text cannot: “Whereas religion seeks to privilege one language above all others, one set of values above all others, one text above all others, the novel has always been about the way in which different languages, values and narratives quarrel, and about the shifting relations between them, which are relations of power.”2

Few writers brought more quarreling values and narratives to bear on the authority of the Gospels than the Greek poet and novelist Nikos Kazantzakis. His 1955 novel, The Last Temptation of Christ, was in many ways the capstone of a lifetime trying to reclaim the values of early Christianity, “such as love, brotherhood, humility, and self-renunciation,” as Lewis A. Richards observed about Kazantzakis’ ideals.3 A philosophical expeditionary, Kazantzakis was at one time or another a disciple of Henri Bergson, Frederick Nietzsche, Karl Marx, Buddha, St. Francis, and a mine worker named George Zorbas—the model for his most popular book, Zorba the Greek. He especially admired the fearless attitude of Nietzsche, who wrote, in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “Mankind is a rope fastened between animal and superman—a rope over an abyss.” One crosses over this existential abyss, Kazantzakis believed, only by acting creatively and fearlessly. And to be able to do that, one must cast off society’s petty illusions—chief among them the institutional Church. In Kazantzakis’ jaundiced opinion, the Church has kept a grip on its earthly protectorate of power and privilege by holding out the promise of eternal life to its flock.

But Kazantzakis was a religious man in his own fashion. “It is not God who will save us,” he famously wrote in The Saviors of God, “it is we who will save God, battling, by creating, and by transmuting matter into spirit.”4 In this view, God is an unfinished project and we are all potentially saviors-in-the-making. But the greatest, most honorable savior was Christ, who gave humankind the best example of how to give oneself over to the creative, vital action of love. The novel Kazantzakis decided to write in the early 1940s would tell how this supremely heroic life could have unfolded—a Christ who battles the old, bankrupt orders of materialism, family, and tradition, and whose every step toward the cross is a step toward union with God. He wanted readers to feel the reality of Christ’s radical intervention in the world and rediscover the liberating power of belief in him. At first, while living in Greece under German occupation, he was going to give it the title Christ’s Memoirs.5 Eight years later, in 1950, he took up residence in Antibes on the French Côte d’Azur and again started working on this novel.

Though Kazantzakis had a rich knowledge of the New Testament, he spent a year in research for the project. According to the Kazantzakis scholar Peter Bien, he was most inspired by the nineteenth-century French philosopher Ernest Renan, especially his magisterial biography, Vie de Jésus (The Life of Jesus). Kazantzakis was taken by Renan’s idea that Jesus might have hesitated on his way to the cross. Of course, Christians “know” that Jesus was tempted in every way that we are, but the Gospels are discreetly silent on the exact nature of these temptations. Was it possible, at this decisive moment, that Jesus felt a pang of regret about all the worldly pleasures he had denied himself? Renan thought so, and this gave Kazantzakis an idea he could extrapolate in dramatic form. In November 1950, a month after he reread Vie de Jésus, Kazantzakis’ notebook indicates that he chose The Last Temptation as the “probable title” of the novel.

The opening pages of The Last Temptation reveal a character much like us—someone with desires, ambitions, and moral and psychological vulnerabilities. But he is also much unlike us. Early on, we see that Jesus is torn between accepting his divine calling and escaping to a life of mundane happiness. He feels attracted to the girls in his village, but he does not act on these impulses. He castigates himself for being a coward, for refusing to marry his cousin and childhood sweetheart, Mary Magdalene. When he is tempted to give in to these desires, invisible claws dig under the skin of his head, causing him to buckle to the ground in painful convulsions. He tries to make himself unworthy in God’s eyes by turning against the commandments, by refusing to go to synagogue, even by using his carpentry skills to build crosses for the Romans’ crucifixions. In spite of it all, he has premonitions of a destiny beyond his control or understanding. When he witnesses an execution on a cross he has built, stigmata break out on his body. “All his blood massed in the very center of each of his hands; the veins swelled and throbbed violently—they seemed about to burst. In his palms he felt a painful spot, round like the head of a nail.”6

The key to understanding Jesus’ psychology in The Last Temptation, according to Peter Bien, is the idea that every person, Jesus included, “is evil by nature as well as good, violent and hateful as well as loving. . . . For Kazantzakis, the psychologically sound individual does not ignore or bury the evil within him; he channels it into the service of the good.”7 In Jesus this ability is magnified, and at times—particularly in his dealings with Judas, the Zealot disciple who has proven himself loyal and steadfast enough to carry out the act that sets Jesus’ death in motion—he draws the dark side closer.8 In instances like these we gain the clearest view of how Kazantzakis envisioned the tormented, uncertain qualities of Jesus’ dual nature.

Throughout the novel, Kazantzakis follows the order of events laid out in the Gospels. But for the last fifty-two pages, in the “last temptation” sequence, he forces readers out of their comfort zone. As he hangs on the cross, close to death, Jesus is visited by a guardian angel who tells him that the Passion is just a dream. All his life he suffered and now, at the hour of his deepest need, abandoned by his mother, brothers, and disciples, God has taken pity on him and returned him to earth to enjoy what he denied himself for thirty-three years.

The guardian angel shows him a glorious wedding procession winding through verdant hills; it is Jesus’ own marriage to Mary Magdalene. Later, after the Magdalene’s death at the hands of soldiers sent by Caiaphas, Jesus goes to live with Mary and Martha, the daughters of Lazarus, who bear him sons and daughters. In a series of brilliant set pieces, Kazantzakis describes the ordinary joys of Jesus’ time on earth—and the profoundly bitter loss of hope for mankind—that follow from putting down the mantle of a martyr. In one memorable scene he crosses paths with St. Paul, who is preaching about the resurrected Christ. Jesus heatedly denies that he was ever crucified and resurrected; instead, he has been living “under another name and with another body.”9 Paul is unswayed. He replies that it does not really matter if the story of the resurrected Christ is true or false, as long as people have something to believe in. People have so great a thirst for salvation that he, Paul, will invent the Son of God, if he must.

Fittingly, it is Judas who brings Jesus back to self-awareness. In the last scene, Judas exposes the guardian angel’s true satanic identity and turns angrily on Jesus, calling him a traitor and cursing the day they met. The disciples join in, and as the chorus of denunciation reaches a crescendo, Jesus awakens on the cross. “A wild, indomitable joy took possession of him. No, no, he was not a coward, a deserter, a traitor. No, he was nailed to the cross. He had stood his ground honorably to the very end; he had kept his word.” In his final moments of life, he sees that his disciples did not succumb to despair after all; they are already on their way across the world, proclaiming the Good News. Jesus’ heroic cry is the novel’s finale: “IT IS ACCOMPLISHED! And it was as though he had said: Everything has begun.”10

Without question, The Last Temptation took liberties with the Gospels that orthodox believers would find audacious, if not truly blasphemous. And soon enough, the ecclesiastical authorities passed judgment on what this resolutely nonconformist author had written. On April 28, 1954, without divulging any rationale for its action, the Vatican issued a decree that put The Last Temptation on its Index of Forbidden Books—a list of authors and works that the Church deemed theologically false or morally unfit, which dated from the Roman inquisition of the sixteenth century.11 Although its placement on the Index did not actually ban The Last Temptation from any venue, the novel would always bear this mark of official displeasure.

Only Roman Catholics were duty-bound to obey the dictates of the Index, but the Greek Orthodox Church had its own issues with Kazantzakis. Just two years earlier he had narrowly avoided being excommunicated by the Orthodox Church for the alleged sacrilege of his novel The Greek Passion. With plans afoot in Athens to publish The Last Temptation, Church officials did not hesitate to seek harsher measures than the wrist slap of a forbidden books list. In February 1955 the Holy Synod moved to block not only the novel’s publication, but also its translation to the Greek language. (It had originally been published in German.) Most of the country’s leftist newspapers defended Kazantzakis and chastised the Church for presuming to pass judgment on what should be published in a liberal democracy. Within weeks of blasphemy charges being filed, the Church was losing ground in the court of public opinion. Finally, in late May, the Greek parliament voted to oppose any motion that would curtail Kazantzakis’ speech rights.12 Later that year The Last Temptation went on sale in Greek bookstores and became the year’s biggest publishing success.

In 1960 the novel, renamed The Last Temptation of Christ by its publisher, Simon and Schuster, arrived in U.S. bookstores to mostly enthusiastic reviews. The book’s defiance of Christian dogma resonated with the ferment of the sixties.13 The Last Temptation became a favorite text at seminaries for challenging students’ ideas of Christ, and for those seeking a different, “authentic” Jesus—a Jesus more in tune with the tumultuous times of the twentieth century—it was the hip book to read. By the second half of the 1960s, baby boomers were dropping out of organized religion at a higher rate than any previous generation. But far from rejecting spirituality out of hand, the counterculture sought enlightenment in Eastern religions and Native American wisdom traditions, and in books with mystical themes, such as Herman Hesse’s Siddhartha, J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy, Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, and Carlos Castaneda’s pop anthropology books about the Yaqui sorcerer Don Juan. With its portrait of a self-questioning and often misunderstood Christ, The Last Temptation of Christ moved into the slipstream of this spiritual adventurousness.

Elsewhere in the land, the book sparked very different reactions. In July 1962, in Arcadia, California, a satellite of Los Angeles nestled in the west end of the San Gabriel Valley, a “middle-aged spinster, a member of the John Birch Society,” as one account characterized her, walked into the city’s library bearing a list of forty-one quotations from a book she referred to as “that salacious Jesus thing.”14 The woman asked that The Last Temptation of Christ, which had been sitting quietly on the library’s shelves for two years, be removed from circulation.15 Not long afterward, the Arcadia Council of Protestant Churches voted 14–7, with 10 abstentions, to recommend to the city council that it order the library to ban the Kazantzakis novel.16 With that vote, these clergymen, in league with a group calling itself the Citizens Committee for Clean Books, began waging a pitched battle over the book’s alleged blasphemy.

Arcadia was the first shot fired in one of the fiercest attacks ever launched on California’s public libraries.17 With virtually no warning, censorship drives against The Last Temptation of Christ swept like a prairie fire for nearly two years through the towns of Chula Vista, Anaheim, Monrovia, Fullerton, Newport Beach, Santa Ana, Long Beach, and Pomona, the cities of San Diego and Los Angeles, and a number of communities in the East and Midwest.18 Although religious objections were at the heart of efforts to oust the novel from libraries, the book-banning contagion was also fueled by a zeitgeist of reactionary politics. During the early 1960s the ultraconservative John Birch Society gained grassroots strength among southern Californians who worried about the agitation of blacks for their civil rights, the expansion of the liberal welfare state, and other signs of imputed socialist influence.19 Groups sprang up that operated as fronts for the Birch Society or shared tenets of its strident anticommunism: in Los Angeles County, the Watchdogs for Freedom and the California Christian Citizens’ Association; in Long Beach, the Education Society; and in San Diego, the San Diego Patriotic Society.20 The members of these groups focused on what they saw as a rising tide of cultural pollution. There was already a sense that the common culture had changed for the worse, that the courts were creating legal havens for decadent behavior under the guise of “personal freedom.” Obscenity was the overriding concern.21 But that concern bled into other areas—especially of the perceived spread of atheism, sexual licentiousness, and leftist tendencies in the arts. The Last Temptation of Christ acted as a lightning rod for these fears.

At first, the libraries responded timidly to the threat. The Chula Vista library board split 2–2 on a motion to replace a stolen copy of The Last Temptation. The tie vote stymied the library until a patron came forth to donate a copy.22 When Newport Beach’s copy was found to be “missing,” the head librarian told the press, “We haven’t had money to replace it. As it is a controversial book, we aren’t going to replace it yet.”23 The trustees of the Fullerton library defused a tense situation by restricting the book to readers older than eighteen, an action that was emulated in Santa Ana.

Resistance to the spreading attempts to suppress the novel finally began to stiffen in Long Beach—the city where the children’s fable Little Red Riding Hood was once criticized for the bottle of wine tucked in the wolf’s basket, and The Little Mermaid labeled satanic for the title character’s transformation from sea creature to a female human.24 Leaflets, petitions, letters, and phone calls, some of which seemed to be orchestrated from outside the city, rained down on Long Beach city officials. In a meeting in November 1962, the city council recommended that only adult readers be allowed access to the book, and it remanded the issue of permanently removing the book to the city manager. Later, at another packed meeting of the city council, ministers stood up and denounced the novel as “the most despicable thing” ever published, and Blanche Collins of the library gave a spirited defense of her institution’s mission to offer the public access to varied viewpoints. This time the council and city manager sided with Collins and ruled that the book should stay in the library. Although the city weathered the storm over the Kazantzakis novel, the Education Society of Long Beach pressured the library for several more months about balancing its collection of “left-wing” material—such as Jessica Mitford’s The American Way of Death, Langston Hughes’s poetry, and Pete Seeger’s songs—with “conservative” books and magazines.25

It was in Arcadia that the struggle over The Last Temptation of Christ turned overtly political. For weeks Arcadia’s librarians and trustees were “the object of a bitter hate campaign,” as one reporter characterized the confrontation.26 The forty-one quotations that the John Birch Society member lifted from the novel were mimeographed and passed around by children. A similar list was circulated by the “Americanism Committee” of the Watchdogs of Freedom.27 The Citizens Committee for Clean Books collected thousands of signatures on petitions, mostly from church congregations. The committee was so confident of the legitimacy of the action it proposed that it took out a full-page advertisement in the Arcadia Tribune a week before Christmas. The ad declared, in part, “The Library Board has, by its own admission, kept books out of the Library which were offensive to some, and by this fact they have exercised censorship. Our position is that we wish to remove ONE book that is blasphemous to the Son of the living God, Jesus Christ, whose birthday we are celebrating.”28

At the end of a rancorous three-hour meeting in January 1963, the library trustees voted unanimously to ignore the church council’s demand. But the opponents were not done. “That was only a little skirmish,” said one of them. “We will go to the city council and we will take it to the people if necessary.”29 The Last Temptation of Christ soon became the pretext for a months-long effort to redraw the distribution of power over Arcadia’s culture. The protest leaders proposed changing the city’s charter so that the library board’s decisions on book policy would be merely “advisory” and nonbinding. In 1964 the issue came to a head when the Arcadia City Council voted 3–2 not to approve the change. That fall’s election results brought the matter to a conclusion. Of the two city council candidates who pledged to remove The Last Temptation from the library if they were returned to office, only one was reelected.30

The victories for The Last Temptation of Christ came at a price: some librarians lost their jobs; some library boards found themselves bitterly split; and relations among library boards, city councils, and citizen groups in several localities were damaged for months or years. The fact that the book emerged vindicated from the controversies did little to change polarized attitudes about the book. Hailed by its admirers as one of the greatest works of the literary imagination about the struggle for spiritual meaning, the book was roundly damned by others as a blasphemy. The defenders of traditional values lost all their legal and political battles, but the heirs to their cause would stage a mighty resurgence twenty-five years later. And if some of them forgot why they had fought to block the public’s access to The Last Temptation, or forgot that the battles had even happened, they proved themselves more than willing to use their newfound power to revisit many of the same issues.

IN FEBRUARY 1971 Sidney Lumet, the director of such dramas as Fail-Safe and The Pawnbroker, announced to the press that he had quietly optioned the rights for The Last Temptation of Christ. Lumet told the New York Times that he had been thinking for nearly a decade about adapting it to the screen. “I suppose you could say it’s a dramatization of how a man pushes himself to extremes he never knew he was capable of,” he said.31 According to reports in the Times and Variety, a September start date for shooting in Israel was in the works.32 But as it turned out, shooting never started, the film wasn’t cast, and no studio approved the project. “I never could lick it in terms of a screenplay,” Lumet later admitted.33 “I just couldn’t pull it off.”

In the summer of 1971, as Lumet struggled with adapting The Last Temptation, the novel landed in the life of another director at a very different place in his career. Working long, humid days in the woods and fields outside the Arkansas town of Camden, Martin Scorsese, an intense, twenty-eight-year-old New Yorker who had just moved to California, was trying to make the most of an opportunity to break into feature films. Months earlier, the producer Roger Corman had hired him to direct the low-budget “exploitation” picture Boxcar Bertha for American International Pictures (AIP). Based loosely on the memoirs of the female hobo Bertha Thompson, Boxcar Bertha was a story of Depression-era outlaws cast in the mold of Arthur Penn’s 1967 critical and box-office success, Bonnie and Clyde. Corman had mined this territory the year before with Bloody Mama, starring Shelley Winters as a machine gun–wielding gang leader, and he calculated that the genre had some commercial life left in it.

A refined, soft-spoken Stanford graduate, Roger Corman was known for giving young filmmakers such as Francis Ford Coppola (Dementia 13), Peter Bogdanovich (Targets), and Jonathan Demme (Caged Heat) a shot at directing the films he produced. They came out of these apprenticeships armed with the directing credits they needed for moving up to projects at the major studios. Martin Scorsese also saw Boxcar Bertha as his path to Hollywood. Unlike his first feature, Who’s That Knocking at My Door? which he struggled for three years through a disintegrating marriage and cobbled-together financing to make, shooting on weekends with a student crew whenever actors, equipment, and locations were available, Boxcar Bertha afforded him a union crew and a comparatively expansive $600,000 budget. Nevertheless, Corman’s system demanded of young directors that they follow the AIP exploitation formula, and Boxcar Bertha was no exception. Corman asked for a nude scene about every fifteen pages of script. He wanted to see violent action punctuating the movie at regular intervals. He also wanted Scorsese to shoot the sort of wild, bullets-flying car chase scene that was de rigueur for period gangster movies.34 In terms of casting, Scorsese recalled that Corman simply told him, “ ‘Your star will be Barbara Hershey and her friend David Carradine.’ And he also included [the actor] Barry Primus in that, too. In other words, I had no choice in casting.”35 As long as Scorsese clearly understood what they were making—a quick, cheap, sensationalistic picture for the drive-in and second-run circuits—Corman was agreeable to giving him the freedom to do it his way.

Scorsese did manage to design a number of unusual camera angles and visual effects. He also supervised a music score made up of hillbilly, delta blues, and jazz tracks, which foreshadowed his later innovative uses of popular music. But freedom meant more to Scorsese than visual pyrotechnics or a great score. It meant personalizing the story. It meant insinuating his own interests, conflicts, and fixations into the material so that the movie becomes a simulacrum of his inner world. It meant creating a way of seeing the world and impressing this vision on every stage of filmmaking, from what goes into a frame of film to the master themes that impose order on a lifetime’s body of work. This auteurist conceit can be fully realized only when the director is in control of the entire production apparatus. Very few directors operate at that level of artistic power—in 1971 Scorsese himself was a few years away from exercising full control of his films—but he was already learning that in a by-the-numbers genre picture like Boxcar Bertha, story and characters can be subtly subordinated to his own artistic purpose, provided that in the end he gives the audience the kind of moral closure it expects.

As the weeks of shooting went by, Barbara Hershey, who played the title role, began to notice religious themes and symbols cropping up in Boxcar Bertha. Class conflict was the film’s thematic axis, as it had been for Bonnie and Clyde, but Scorsese shifted the drama toward the compassionate, Christlike qualities of the union organizer Big Bill Shelley, played by David Carradine, and the Magdalene figure of Bertha.36 At times the parallels are too obvious. When the outlaws are on the lam, for example, they find refuge in a country church. On a wall of the church sanctuary, dominating the background of the shot, is a large mural depicting a white-robed Jesus gazing lovingly at Mary Magdalene. Elsewhere, the New Testament allusions are used with a surer feel. In one of the early scenes, Bertha wanders into an impromptu speech that Bill Shelley is delivering to some workers. Like a charismatic messiah, he preaches solidarity and imparts a brief parable about fighting the railroad bosses. Later Shelley goes to the local union hall to donate his share from the gang’s first train robbery. But the union official shows disgust with Shelley’s lawbreaking and scolds him for consorting with “whores and niggers.”

The climax of the gang’s running battles with the railroad company is Bill Shelley’s death at the hands of hired goons. The script called for Shelley to be nailed to the side of a freight car, the crucifixion-style murder signifying his martyrdom for the cause of working people. The first shot shows a nail exploding through the back of the boxcar door, followed by quick cuts of the killers remorselessly finishing their grim work while Hershey, as Bertha, is sprawled helplessly on the ground. After the killers are all slaughtered by a member of Shelley’s gang, and the train begins to pull Shelley’s lifeless body down the tracks, Bertha runs alongside the boxcar and tries, unsuccessfully, to keep up—the entire sequence recalling the Gospel accounts of Mary Magdalene’s witness at the Crucifixion and Jesus’ ascension to heaven.

One night before shooting wrapped, Scorsese held a screening of Who’s That Knocking at My Door? for the cast. As Barbara Hershey watched the frankly personal film—much of the Catholic iconography was shot in St. Patrick’s Old Church, his neighborhood church, and the principal character’s confused feelings about women mirrored Scorsese’s emotional turmoil earlier in life—she thought about a novel she read as a nineteen-year-old. Hershey was profoundly moved by the book’s core idea that Christ was tempted by desires to lead a normal life but gave them up to finish his mission on the cross. “I had always been fascinated by the Christ story, but I never really got it until that book,” she told Mary Pat Kelly, a friend of Scorsese’s, in Martin Scorsese: A Journey.37

When the screening was over, she asked Scorsese if he had ever thought about making a film about Jesus. “Oh, I’d love to make a film on the Gospels, or on Jesus,” he replied.

“I have this book for you, then. Have you ever read The Last Temptation of Christ?”

He said that he hadn’t.38 Then she apparently said—only Scorsese remembers her saying this—“You should, and when it becomes a movie, you’ll direct and I’ll play Mary Magdalene.”39

Weeks later, when they were back in Los Angeles, Hershey and David Carradine went to Scorsese’s apartment on Franklin Avenue one evening for dinner and to watch the annual network broadcast of The Wizard of Oz on his twelve-inch Sony set. They talked about other films they could do together. Hershey had brought along a paperback copy of The Last Temptation of Christ for him to read.

Neither Kazantzakis nor the book was unknown to Scorsese. Ten years earlier, a Greek émigré and fellow NYU student, John Mavros, urged him to read a novel that had just been published in English translation. The Last Temptation of Christ, he asserted, revealed the humanity of Jesus like no other book. “This is the right way to do a film about Christ, this is the right story,” Mavros kept saying excitedly.40 Though the humanity angle fascinated Scorsese, he was just getting his bearings in film studies and had no time to investigate the novel. But when Hershey brought him the novel in 1971, he was ready for it.

Certainly anyone who originates a project based on the life of Jesus Christ must feel something for the story. For Scorsese the feelings went very deep, all the way back to the Lower East Side of Manhattan. With the possible exception of Federico Fellini, no filmmaker has so persistently and vividly invoked the influence of his early years—whether in interviews, on talk shows, in the books he’s written, in his own movies—and no work occupies a more privileged place in that mythology than The Last Temptation of Christ. The key biographical vectors were always movies and religion, and they converged in Little Italy around 1950. At the age of seven, Marty Scorsese moved with his family from suburban Queens to his grandmother’s second-story apartment on Elizabeth Street. The trauma of the move, compounded by chronic asthma, kept him indoors after school. His isolation was relieved by regular trips downtown to movie theaters with his father, Charles Scorsese, or occasionally his mother, Catherine, and older brother Frank. For hours he sat in the dark transfixed by Westerns, gangster movies, mysteries, costume dramas, comedies, adventure pictures. Judging from the stories told about these excursions, Marty Scorsese might well have seen more movies than any kid his age in New York City. But he took special delight in the religious spectacles coming into vogue in the early 1950s—movies like Demetrius and the Gladiators, The Silver Chalice, Samson and Delilah, and Quo Vadis. He loved nearly everything about them: the classicism of the architecture; the grandiloquent speech and manners of the actors; the ancient rites and ceremonies; and, most of all, the thrill of seeing great Bible stories brought to life. He has spoken of taking notepad and pencil with him, for sketching what he saw on the screen. Even the most pedestrian of these movies yielded some detail of interest that he filed away in his prodigious memory for later use. One afternoon a parish priest took Marty to the Roxy Theatre to see The Robe. It was the first movie to employ the new Cinemascope format. But more than that, it had Christ in it. The experience of seeing The Robe nudged the needle of Scorsese’s ambitions to magnetic north. More than once he has said, “I’d always wanted to make a film of the life of Christ ever since I first saw him portrayed on the screen in The Robe when I was eleven years old.”41

Movies took the boy out of his surroundings for brief periods, but for help dealing with the streets day to day, Marty Scorsese turned to God. Unsurprisingly, his fascination with religion is traced to memories of images. He told Richard Corliss in 1988: “My grandmother was the one who had the portrait of the Sacred Heart. Also the niche with the statue of the Virgin Mary grinding the snake under her foot. Also the beautiful, gigantic crucifix over the bed, with Jesus in brass and the palms from Palm Sunday draped over the crossbar.”42 Catherine Scorsese also kept Madonna and Child statuary in her bedroom. On the living room wall she arranged a “museum” of reproductions of the Mona Lisa and Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel frescoes and images of saints, in addition to family photos.43 As for the Church, his parents apparently did not take it too seriously. Marty, however, found something there that he needed. “It was a tough area,” he said about the Elizabeth Street neighborhood, “so I guess the acceptance I went for was in the Church.”44

Occupying a full block on Mott Street and surrounded by high brick walls, St. Patrick’s Old Church is a vestige of old New York dating from the first great wave of Irish immigration of the early nineteenth century. A travelogue to Little Italy written in 1924 observed that St. Pat’s “leave[s] one with the feeling that this church was built within a fortress, as though in inimical territory, though the few trees within the fortress are the only ones in the neighborhood.”45 In the early 1950s, the cathedral was still an oasis of peace and good works. There he learned the Catholic catechism, the eternal truth that Christ lived and died so that we could be more like him, forgiving and loving our enemies. He became an altar boy, helping out in the Saturday morning funeral Masses. The miracle of transubstantiation, in particular, made a deep impression. The offering of blood, he told Richard Corliss, was “the life force, the essence, the sacrifice.”46

The nuns told their young charges stories about the saints and their incomparable acts of devotion. They also told cautionary tales of people who were shamed or struck dead because they ran afoul of this or that rule of God. The blood of Jesus’ Passion flowed freely in many of them, a nightmare instrument for inspiring fear and atonement in the sinner. In his spiritual memoir, “In the Streets,” Scorsese recalls one such story about a woman who desecrated the Eucharist wafer by taking it home instead of swallowing it whole at church. “She got it in her mouth, she took it back to the pew, and she took it out and put it in her handkerchief, went home, and put it in a trunk. And that night while she was sleeping, the trunk began to glow. Then blood started coming out of the trunk. . . . And then she was terrified, and she had a priest come in, and the priest took the host and put it back where it should be.”47

Church was full of these moments of clarity for Marty Scorsese. But outside St. Pat’s, compassion was not an easy code to live by. He tried to make sense of the day-and-night difference between the love preached by the priests and nuns and the rough justice he saw every day on the streets. Writing in “In the Streets,” he recalled the questions that he had asked himself: “So how do you practice these basic, daily Christian—not even specifically Catholic, but Christian—concepts of love and the major commandments? How do you do that in the world? I figured that maybe wearing the cloth you might be able to find a better way to do that. The final payoff will be salvation, therefore you’ll be happy. That’s when I started getting the idea of really wanting that vocation, selfishly, so that I’d be saved.”48

Intending at the age of thirteen to become a cleric, Marty enrolled in the preparatory seminary at Cathedral College on the Upper East Side. But it ended sooner than anyone had expected. After just a year, he was expelled for failing grades. Marty worked hard to raise his grades at Cardinal Hayes High School in the Bronx; still hoping to study for the priesthood, he knuckled under to the no-nonsense regimen of the school’s Marist Brother teachers. Increasingly, though, he looked skeptically at the church’s doctrines and the rules it set for governing parishioners’ lives. On Sunday mornings he sometimes heard the priest speak from the pulpit about films that had been condemned by the Legion of Decency, the infamous agency whose judgments about movies Roman Catholics pledged to follow. The Legion’s ratings were even posted in the halls of many of the city’s cathedrals. Often as not, it was not violence that was disapproved most, but sexually suggestive scenes or themes that ran counter to Catholic positions on divorce or other lifestyle issues.49

The Church’s apoplexy over morally suspect movies hit new heights when Roberto Rosselini’s The Miracle—a short film starring Anna Magnani as a peasant girl who imagines she is the Virgin Mary—opened at New York’s Paris Theatre in December 1950. In a statement read at all the Masses at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on January 7, 1951, Cardinal Spellman branded the film “a despicable affront to every Christian,” “a vicious insult to Italian womanhood,” and a communist plot to “divide and demoralize Americans.”50 Catholics picketed the theater and the Church backed the New York Board of Regents’ decision to revoke the film’s license on grounds of sacrilege. A year later, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the state appellate court’s decision to uphold the ban of The Miracle. The high court’s ruling established, for the first time, full First Amendment protection for motion pictures. Marty Scorsese was too young to see The Miracle or understand what the fuss was about, but as he grew older, the battle royals over Otto Preminger’s The Moon Is Blue and Elia Kazan’s Baby Doll and the Legion of Decency’s ongoing exertions to censure movies perplexed him.

It wasn’t until he turned twenty, when he took his first film class at NYU, that Scorsese finally let go of “the vocation.” By then he knew that sex was not inherently sinful. Yet he found it hard to rid himself of the guilt that the Church attached to unsanctified relations with a woman.51 He also became acutely aware of the Church’s tendency to turn a blind eye to hypocrisy as long as one accepted its authority unquestioningly. The last straw came one Sunday in 1965. Married and with his first daughter on the way, he went to Mass at a church near his apartment in New Jersey. The priest used the pulpit that morning to tell the parishioners of his support for U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War. He recalled in “In the Streets” why the sermon dismayed him: “Their sons were probably going to go off and get killed. And here was this guy—an old man, too—who got up and told them it was right. I never went again. I had no political commitment, I just knew that there was something wrong.”52

The questions he had asked from an early age were ones he still asked: How do you live this life of compassion? How do you practice the concepts of Christianity outside the Church? How do you go about the act of forgiving people when so many consider it a weakness? But he no longer had the Church to organize the answers for him. The proscriptions against what he could think, feel, and do were gone; the bright line between the sacred and the profane was erased. His questions about difficult moral choices now went into his screenplays and camera shots, into the lines and behaviors of his actors—all of it a cinematic sacrament.53 Inevitably, this highly personal approach to God influenced the kind of movie about Christ he wanted to make. If most churches treated Christ as the Chosen One who knew his mission from day one—basically, Christ as the ultimate insider—Scorsese searched for a version that spoke to his own quest. He had in mind a Jesus with a dangerous, demanding message of love to preach; an exceptional human being who struggles fiercely to know what God wants of him; a Jesus who, like himself, often feels like an outsider, but, unlike him, finds the strength to transcend the vicissitudes of life.

Nothing remotely like this had been attempted before. The movie Christs he saw in theaters were narrowly conceived, banal, predictable. In the biblical pictures of the 1950s, Christ’s presence hovered just off-screen, a hallowed backdrop to some other human melodrama. During the 1960s, Nicholas Ray’s The King of Kings and George Stevens’s The Greatest Story Ever Told were released about five years apart. Scorsese found elements to like in both films, especially their epic visual style, but ultimately they disappointed. When he saw King of Kings Scorsese was taken aback by the young, blue-eyed Jeffrey Hunter, who looked in close-ups more like an air-brushed pinup than the suffering Jesus.54 He dismissed the George Stevens picture as having “an antiseptic quality about it, a hermetically sealed holiness that didn’t teach us anything new about Jesus.”55 They were just the latest in the long line of glow-in-the-dark Christs, as Scorsese often characterized the type—chaste, otherworldly Messiahs designed to be safe for viewing. And by taking no risks, these portrayals were also, in Scorsese’s eyes, fake. He became convinced that nothing less than a radical overhaul of the cinematic Jesus was required. Only a more human, approachable Redeemer—the primitive Jesus of history, not the deified Christ of the church—would challenge audiences to reappraise who he was and to think in a fresh way about the relevance of his personal example to their own situations.

Sometime around 1965, Scorsese began sketching out an idea for a film about Jesus in the style of the cinema-verité documentary, shooting it in black and white, “almost like a newsreel of the ancient world”—except that it would be set in the contemporary Lower East Side, with the apostles living in tenements and the Crucifixion taking place on the docks.56 This surreal fable would put in play Scorsese’s ideas of the supernatural and the mundane cohabiting on the same plane. But his plans suddenly derailed when he saw Pier Paolo Pasolini’s The Gospel according to St. Matthew at the Bleecker Street Cinema. A committed Marxist and atheist, Pasolini was inspired by a chance encounter with the Gospel of Matthew to direct a modestly budgeted film based on that book’s version of the Christ story.57 Pasolini emphasized Jesus as a revolutionary figure whose miracles and strong, unflinching sermons got him in trouble with the Jewish high priests. The Gospel according to St. Matthew owed much of its understated power to the way Pasolini visualized the story. Filming on location in the dry, hilly landscape of Calabria, Pasolini chose a Spanish student, Enrique Irazoqui, to play Jesus and cast local townspeople in supporting parts. The naturalism of the acting, combined with Tonino Delli Colli’s beautifully composed black-and-white images, lent The Gospel according to St. Matthew the sort of intimate, gritty realism that Scorsese had envisioned for his Lower East Side Jesus film.

Scorsese had mixed feelings about the film. On the one hand, it was the most moving depiction of Jesus to come from a Gospel source—“But it was the film I wanted to make. I almost felt that something had been taken from me.”58 Pasolini’s achievement convinced him, as he said later, that “there was no point in going back to the Gospels . . . that a film would have to do something new, something different.”59

By 1972 Scorsese’s fortunes—and the world of American cinema he was entering—had shifted decisively. In that momentous year, spanning Boxcar Bertha’s release and the making of his landmark film, Mean Streets, his dream of establishing a career as a feature film director was rapidly materializing. He could not have timed it better, as the successes of films such as The Godfather, The Last Picture Show, and Five Easy Pieces prompted Hollywood to begin recruiting visionary young filmmakers. Coincidentally, the Age of Aquarius “rock operas,” Godspell and Jesus Christ Superstar, then in production, would soon break new stylistic ground for religious-themed films. The idea of revitalizing the substance of the Christ story remained a driving ambition, but until he got back to Los Angeles from shooting Boxcar Bertha, he had no sense of how to bring this inchoate idea into being. He toyed with the idea of adapting Robert Graves’s King Jesus, a speculative biography based on the poet’s mythological ideas. But Scorsese kept returning to The Last Temptation of Christ. The novel’s “battle between the spirit and the flesh” provided the strikingly fresh approach he had been looking for; it was also a theme that resonated with the filmmaker’s own fascination—going back to his youth in Little Italy—with the possibility of practicing selfless love in a world ruled by violence, greed, and evil.60

Though the novel was long, dense, and by turns philosophical and earthy, it had the makings of a powerful film. It would be the first film to examine Jesus’ interior life, even to the extent of showing him mired in psychological crisis. It would turn the popular idea of Judas on its head, positing him as the only apostle who truly understood and cared about Jesus. The last temptation itself functioned as an ingenious story device. If done as skillfully as Robert Enrico’s stunning Oscar-winning short film, An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,61 it would keep viewers in suspense to the very end about whether Jesus did in fact escape death on the cross.

Above all, the novel stripped Jesus of the iconic trappings that kept him under glass. Last Temptation, Scorsese believed, could give moviegoers the most empathetic, intimate Jesus they had ever seen—a Jesus so human that even those in the audience who are in despair and think their lives are worthless could see that he knows what they are going through. “Where would Jesus be?” Scorsese said years later. “I always said this—where would he be? He would be on Eighth Avenue. At that time [in the early 1970s], Eighth Avenue between 42nd and 57th Streets was one of the worst areas. . . . He would be with the pimps and the whores and the druggies and the lost, the dispossessed.”62 This, he thought, was the Jesus that all of us really wanted to believe in. And this was the story he wanted to tell.

The copy of the novel that Hershey had given him took root in Scorsese’s life. The book became his constant companion, all through the making of Mean Streets, Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, and Taxi Driver. He stole whatever time he could for the book, absorbing and savoring the passages he read. He made notes in the margins of the pages. At times he put it away just to make it last longer. The luxuriant prose so captivated Scorsese, slowing him down to a crawl, that he realized he “couldn’t shoot the language.”63

Another reason he moved slowly through the book was that he was underdeveloped as a reader. His parents had never particularly encouraged reading outside school, and the only literature at home he could recall was his father’s newspapers, the Daily News and Daily Mirror. “It took me a long time to learn how to read a book,” he remembered. “I tried and tried and tried, and I found it very difficult.”64

In late September 1978 Scorsese had the book with him when he arrived in San Gimignano, the Tuscan City of the Towers, to visit the set of Paolo and Vittorio Taviani’s Il Prato (The Meadow). While the film was being shot outside the village walls, he passed the time by reading his way to the end of The Last Temptation of Christ. But getting to that point was merely a postscript to a decision he had made two years earlier. After finishing the sound mix for Taxi Driver—and satisfied that he knew what the rest of the book entailed, including the last temptation, even before reading it—Scorsese instructed his agent Harry Ufland to start the process of optioning the film rights.

Ufland’s first order of business in March 1976 was to establish contact with Helen Kazantzakis, who had survived her husband’s death nearly twenty years earlier and now acted as administrator of his literary estate. This would prove to be no easy task. The widow traveled often and unpredictably, and even her associates were sometimes in the dark about her whereabouts. Ufland’s letter of inquiry went first to Oslo, Norway, and two months later it caught up with her in Geneva, Switzerland. Despite the delay, she was eager to get discussions going.65

Following phone conversations with the literary agent Howard Hausman of the William Morris Agency, who was representing Helen Kazantzakis, Ufland and an attorney, Peter Grossman, put together an offer for the motion picture rights to The Last Temptation of Christ. They proposed a fee of $15,000 for a two-year option period, which would be applied against the purchase price of $150,000, plus 5 percent of the net profits, should Scorsese exercise the option to produce the film. Importantly, they agreed to Hausman’s suggestion that “Scorcese Productions [sic] will have caused a first draft screenplay to be written prior to the expiration of the first option period,” and only then could the option be renewed for another two years.66 Ufland and Grossman also asked for a fifth-year extension, in case Scorsese’s schedule did not allow him to make the film by the end of the second two-year period.

Meanwhile, the producer team of Robert Chartoff and Irwin Winkler joined the nascent project, supplying funds for the option payment. Last Temptation happened to come along just as the fortunes of Chartoff-Winkler Productions had decisively turned a corner. The company’s latest film, Rocky—the riskiest picture the two men had ever put into production, budgeted so tightly that they were forced to mortgage their homes to finance the completion bond—was at that moment opening across America to blockbuster business. Rocky established an incredibly lucrative franchise for United Artists in the years that followed and cemented Chartoff’s and Winkler’s reputations as dedicated producers who would go the last mile for a director. Winkler, in particular, was known for taking a hands-on approach to producing—from formulating the story idea or finding the material to going on location and involving himself in every aspect of its realization. In an interview with Julia Cameron for American Film, Winkler summarized his producer’s code: “A producer has to live with his movie. Unless he’s willing to do that, he has no rights.” He was no less emphatic about what he expected from a director: “ ‘You take a gun, and you hold it in your right hand, if you’re right-handed. You cock that gun and point it right at the director’s head. You hold it there all during preproduction. On the first day of shooting, you take that gun—still cocked, still loaded—and you hand it to the director. He points it directly at your own head.’ ”67 Roughly translated: Winkler expected a director to stay on-task and true to his passion; in return, Winkler pledged to watch his back. Only a strong director would ally himself with this equally focused, impassioned producer; but if he did, the rewards could be substantial.

Hausman received the Scorsese team’s offer and immediately raised a concern about the fifth-year option. “I am reluctant to open this question now,” he wrote to Ufland, “partly because Mrs. Kazantzaki is in her seventies and because it could appear as if Marty planned to merely stockpile this with no intention to move with reasonable diligence.” Ufland, however, argued that they needed the flexibility of a fifth year, given his client’s escalating value as a director.68

Other sticking points came up: the question of who ultimately had the rights to the English translation of The Last Temptation—the translator Peter Bien or the book’s U.S. publisher, Simon and Schuster—and how long the holdbacks on sequels, remakes, and television or live theatrical versions would last. (A holdback is a period of time in which the license holder of a literary property has the exclusive rights to its commercial use.) The lawyers quickly resolved the first question (Simon and Schuster controlled the translation rights), but the issue of holdbacks was less tractable. Scorsese’s team wanted a holdback of seven years from the date of release so that all the film’s revenue potential could be exploited. But Hausman stood firm at a four-year holdback, and there the deal stalled for three months.

Finally, Peter Grossman advised Winkler that it would be unwise to prolong the negotiations. “Mrs. Kazantzakis,” he wrote, “lives in Europe and travels extensively, and I am afraid that making an issue out of the holdback could delay by a further two or three months the date on which the documents would be signed—and without any guarantee that we would succeed in extending the holdbacks.”69 They also agreed to drop the fifth-year option. Though Ufland and Winkler chafed under these concessions, it was now evident that Helen Kazantzakis would not approve the deal without them.

An agreement between Scorsese Productions and Helen Kazantzakis was drawn up, the start date being April 1, 1977. All business and legal issues were settled, and the ability to film The Last Temptation of Christ seemed to be securely in Scorsese’s grasp. But as April turned to May, and May into summer, a new problem arose: Helen Kazantzakis could not be found. The peripatetic widow had left Geneva without telling her business associates of her itinerary. By late July Peter Grossman grew frustrated that the execution copies of the option agreement had not been returned—and, indeed, that Helen Kazantzakis might be having second thoughts about the deal. Writing to Hausman, Grossman urged him to use every means at his disposal to find her and “make sure that if she does not already have the agreements, they are transmitted to her without a further day’s delay. . . . Just for the record, I want to reiterate that there is in effect a binding agreement. I do not know what exactly has caused the delays, but if your client is entertaining offers from any other parties, she does so at her peril.”70

Hausman eventually tracked her down through his European sources. “Mrs. Kazantzakis,” he explained to Grossman, “was traveling extensively from spring to mid-summer and is now, I am informed, in Athens or in Cyprus. Some of her travels were in mainland China, and other inaccessable [sic] places.”71 He confirmed that she had the option papers in hand and was going through them with her English translator.

Unwelcome though the delay was, it gave Scorsese’s representatives some leverage to extract a better deal. A revised agreement was sent back with the fifth year of the option reinstated. Despite her qualms, Helen Kazantzakis agreed to the extension. She also reacted uneasily to the standard clause giving Scorsese the unlimited right to make changes in such areas as characters, story events, and dialogue. Her concerns were relayed through her advisor, Patroclos Stavrou, who pointed out that “cineasts, with whom we cooperated in the past, gave us assurances . . . that they would respect the spirit of the work and the stature of the author, Nikos Kazantzakis.”72 Grossman, in reply, told Stavrou that financing would be difficult to secure if Scorsese did not have the normal creative license. He urged them to trust Scorsese’s intentions, “as reflected in the films he has already created. Based on that prior body of work, it seems obvious to me that Mr. Scorsese is not going to abuse the spirit of this book.”73

Helen Kazantzakis—who had lived with the author for nearly thirty turbulent years; who had brought him books from the library at Cannes that summer of 1950 as he prepared to write The Last Temptation of Christ; who had typed the manuscript and always thought it her husband’s most superlative work—was finally ready to sign the film rights over to Martin Scorsese.74 In late November 1977 she went to the American embassy in Bern and signed the option agreement. Two fully executed copies arrived in Peter Grossman’s Beverly Hills office the next month.

“If my English were not so dreadfully poor,” she wrote to Grossman, “I would have dared to write directly to Mr. Scorsese and tell him how excited I feel when thinking that one day—I still hope for it—I’ll be able to applaud the two names Kazantzaki-Scorsese, united in one masterpiece.”75

AFTER SCORSESE ACQUIRED the rights to The Last Temptation of Christ in late 1977, the project went to United Artists (UA) under the terms of Chartoff-Winkler’s first-look deal. Only a couple of months later, in January 1978, UA’s executive triumvirate of Arthur Krim, Eric Pleskow, and Mike Medavoy—under whose aegis Scorsese made The Last Waltz and New York, New York—resigned all at once after clashing publicly with UA’s parent company, TransAmerica Corporation.76 The studio’s new management, headed by Andy Albeck, “had a different philosophy about making films,” as Scorsese delicately put it,77 and Last Temptation languished on a list of other projects that UA declined to develop.

In April 1980, Howard Hausman wrote to Harry Ufland to tell him that his client Helen Kazantzakis was asking about the status of Last Temptation.78 Scorsese was finishing Raging Bull at the time and no closer to making Last Temptation than he’d been the previous spring, when the option was renewed for two more years. One of the conditions for the renewal was that a first draft script be completed, or at least a writer engaged to write it. This never happened. Now, with Helen Kazantzakis plainly frustrated by the lack of progress, and thus the renewal of the film rights possibly in jeopardy, it was time to convert the sprawling novel into the more compact, action-oriented form of a screenplay.

As early as 1976, Scorsese had talked with Paul Schrader about adapting The Last Temptation. There were certainly tantalizing indications in Schrader’s screenplay for Taxi Driver of what he could do with the Kazantzakis novel. His unforgettable creation for that film was Travis Bickle, the self-confessing God’s lonely man, who, like an avenging angel from the Old Testament, takes it upon himself to cleanse the streets of Manhattan with bloody violence. Sin and salvation were not just abstract ideas for Scorsese and Schrader; they were themes that saturated the moral horizons of their lives and the stories they chose to tell as filmmakers. Inevitably, each man traveled this terrain differently. Many of the characters in Scorsese’s films—from Mean Streets’ Charlie and GoodFellas’ Henry Hill to The King of Comedy’s Rupert Pupkin, Casino’s Sam Rothstein, and The Aviator’s Howard Hughes—suffer from self-destructive (or self-denying) tendencies that they are helpless to stop. They finally come to terms with who they are, but only after fully indulging in the pursuance of those tendencies. As Father Principe, the priest whom he idolized as a youth, drolly observed, Scorsese’s movies are often “too much Good Friday, not enough Easter Sunday.”

Schrader also made a specialty of spiritually wounded heroes, writing (or directing) films that revolve around themes of sin and guilt. But whereas Scorsese’s characters emerge in the end as saved souls, touched even by a kind of nobility, Schrader’s characters in films such as Hardcore, Patty Hearst, Mishima, Light Sleeper, Affliction, and Auto Focus find themselves caught in the grip of obsessions that invade their lives from outside, such as pornography, sex, drugs, and revolutionary politics. Try as they might to rescue themselves, they often don’t succeed. In fact, death is often the end point of his protagonists’ agony. If redemption is the Catholic dream that Scorsese replays over and over in his films, the fall from grace is Schrader’s repetitive Calvinist nightmare.

Whatever their differences when left to their own devices, their work on projects in which they collaborated as writer and director—Taxi Driver, Raging Bull, The Last Temptation of Christ, Bringing Out the Dead—fit like joints in a piece of furniture. “We approached a shared core from different directions,” Schrader wrote in the New Yorker. “We are both quite moral. We believe decisions have consequences. There is right, there is wrong, and, in the end, there is a price to pay. His background is urban, New York, Italian, Roman Catholic; mine is rural, Midwest, Dutch, Protestant. We were just enough similar, just enough different to be good for each other. The friction created more light than heat.”79

Undoubtedly a big part of the attraction of Last Temptation was its counterpoint to nearly everything Paul Schrader had learned as a boy growing up steeped in the doctrines and lifestyle of the Dutch Reformed Church. He recalled his early years in Grand Rapids, Michigan, as a near-total indoctrination in the moral universe of Calvinism. He went to church three times a week, chapel every day, catechism twice a week, youth society twice a week.80 The family read the Bible aloud daily. On Sundays his relatives gathered after dinner for theological discussions. He came to know the stories and heroes of the Bible the way other children his age knew the legend of Davy Crockett. The young Schrader reacted strongly to the lavish references to blood in the passages he read. Reflecting on these wellsprings, Schrader has remarked: “Christianity really is a blood cult and a death cult; as much as they say otherwise and talk about the God of Love, it really does focus on the Passion and the bleeding, and those are the images that hit a child.”81
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Martin Scorsese and Paul Schrader, 1988. (Courtesy of Paul Schrader)

Calvinists were taught that they had a fateful choice to make. They could put the gift of grace to righteous purposes, or they could allow themselves to be defiled in satanically inspired pursuits. This Manichaean outlook led most of them to steer clear of worldly amusements like music, dancing, and, above all, the movies. No one from a Calvinist family could in good conscience enter a movie theater, and employment in any of the film trades was totally out of the question. There was no point even in trying to tell the good movies from those less worthy. They were all products of an evil, unregenerate system. From the pulpit and in Calvinist publications the Church issued a steady stream of invective against movies—the film industry was called a “bubonic plague,” a “maelstrom of iniquity,” the world “where Satan has his throne”—to fortify the faithful as they tried to carry out this lifestyle of cultural separation.82

Eventually, television pierced the church’s protective shield. Paul and his brother Leonard discovered the lure of Howdy Doody and other kids’ shows at neighbors’ homes. It took a while longer to cross the line against moviegoing. (Schrader was in his late teens before he set foot in a theater.) He left the pious life behind in his early twenties, but his roots in Calvinism equipped him with lasting insights into the nature of human weakness. It also served to remind him of how odious a film like Last Temptation could seem to the millions of Americans who hold onto absolutist, biblically based beliefs. For a man of Schrader’s background and tastes, a film that entertained the possibility of Jesus’ surrender to earthly pleasures was just too enticing to pass up.

During a lull in his schedule following the production of his erotic thriller Cat People, he managed to shoehorn in Last Temptation. The agreement Schrader signed with Chartoff-Winkler stipulated a first draft due no later than ten weeks after the formal start of his writer’s services—November 15, 1981—followed by an eight-week period in which Scorsese and the producers would advise him of any revisions they wanted. Importantly, Schrader insisted on including a special clause: “In the event that Scorsese voluntarily elects not to direct the Photoplay, then, prior to our employing or engaging another director to direct the Photoplay, we will first offer you [Schrader] the opportunity to have Writer direct the Photoplay on terms to be negotiated in good faith.”83 As both Scorsese and Irwin Winkler knew, Schrader was as passionate about the film as Scorsese. With this clause, he was laying down his marker for the next shot at directing Last Temptation should Scorsese decide to drop out or the project fall into limbo.84

The screenplay gave Schrader the perfect excuse to take a tour of Christianity’s origins. Hiring a young scholar from Claremont College as his personal biblical consultant and guide, Schrader set out on a ten-day trip to Israel in the summer of 1981. They did much of their traveling on foot, walking as best they could the very steps that Jesus walked. For a man who spent his coming-of-age years immersed in literature glorifying these holy sites, it was a breathtaking experience. Schrader learned about the polyglot nature of the ancient world, the trading communities where East met West, and realized that Jesus was but one of many roving prophets of the time. He learned that the land around Capernaum was quite verdant in the first century, not the desert tableau of today. Schrader regretted that the film did not place Jesus and his disciples in a greener environment, “but once you went to Morocco or Tunisia,” he said of Scorsese’s early 1980s location scouting, “that was the end of that.”85

Back in Los Angeles, he consulted a body of theological and historical studies. Much of this research could not be added to the script proper; otherwise, it would impose an onerous burden on the reader.86 So he footnoted the sources in a backup document that ran thirty pages. The most influential of these sources was the two-volume set Jesus and Christ, published in English in 1979 and 1980, respectively, by the controversial Belgian theologian Edward Schillebeeckx. The first volume, subtitled An Experiment in Christology, so disturbed the Vatican that Schillebeeckx was hauled up before the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. In a secret four-day hearing on charges filed by the Holy Office, the theologian was questioned about whether he believed the Council of Chalcedon’s formulation in A.D. 451 that the man Jesus is “consubstantial” with the divine Father.87 Many of Schillebeeckx’s colleagues came to his aid, including 144 American Catholic theologians who signed a petition appealing to the Vatican to conduct a dialogue instead of an interrogation.88 He was not disciplined on that occasion, but for at least another decade Rome continued to watch his writings for evidence of heresy. In brief, Schillebeeckx’s thesis is that the New Testament’s texts about salvation and Jesus’ works should be read as reports of experiential (rather than metaphysical) meaning. He doesn’t deny Jesus’ dual nature, but rather sees the need for a new formulation based in sacramental reality. Otherwise, the human-divine amalgam is just an exotic hybrid to today’s believers—“a kind of mermaid,” as a journalist quoted Schillebeeckx.89

Schrader then listed everything of any import that happened in the book. He noted nearly four hundred incidents: character comings and goings; conflicts and deaths; miracles, speeches, and journeys; scenes of prophecy and decision. Next he drew up a grid. He checked off an incident wherever it intersected with one of the novel’s themes. The main theme was the revelation of God to Jesus, captured in the question “What does God want of him, and how?”90 This theme would unfold throughout, as Jesus wrestles with the occupying force of God. Character relationships formed the other thematic armatures of the script. One theme was the antagonism between Jesus and Judas about whether the Kingdom of God or the insurgent war against the Romans should carry Jesus’ ministry forward. The other theme was the heavily coded relationship between Jesus and the Magdalene. (In his first draft Schrader wrote a brief flashback of Jesus’ refusal to marry her when they were young; Scorsese took it out, and the missing backstory arguably had the effect of obscuring their relationship in the film.)91 Finally, Schrader checked off incidents that are featured in the Gospels or that help to move the narrative along—“Is it a critical scene vis-à-vis the biblical story? Is it a theme you can’t get around—the Garden of Gethsemane, you know? Does it have comic relief?”92

At the end of this process, he threw out the incidents that had no checkmarks and kept the ones with the most checks. With only forty-six scenes left to form the outline of The Last Temptation of Christ, Schrader had found the spine of the film.93 “When Marty had the outline,” he told Mary Pat Kelly, “he had the movie. Everything was laid out. There wasn’t any room for him to interfere with my writing process.”94 Schrader felt it was the best thing he had ever written, and Scorsese agreed. Schrader, he said, “[cut] to the heart of many scenes like a laser in a precise and brilliant restructuring of the material.”95 Even after he knit the narrative together, adding scenes for exposition and transition, the screenplay came in at a lean ninety-nine pages and eighty-two scenes—a blueprint for a film that Schrader thought would run ninety or a hundred minutes.

Though the screenplay hewed closely to the novel’s dramatic contours, Schrader left his own imprint on it. He wrote two scenes that he thought were borderline unplayable, just in case the actor playing Jesus could pull them off. “One was the Garden of Gethsemane, simply because the audience is so far ahead of you. You know exactly what he’s going to say. And he’s got to say that. [The actor] can’t get around that. . . . And then the other thing that I thought was almost impossible to do was for the aged Christ, in 70 A.D., to ask God to forgive him and to be returned to the cross. Now that is a really tough scene.”96

Schrader smuggled in ideas that had personal meaning for him. In one startling scene, Jesus pulls his bloody heart out of his chest and holds it before the disciples. In part a nod to his alma mater, Calvin College, whose emblem is a heart in a hand, the scene also expressed his belief that the everyday lives of ancient people were so suffused with the spiritual that they probably would have seen, and accepted as reality, extraordinary events.

He also tried to shape the script around his understanding of who Jesus was, and what he meant to say and do. Schrader always thought of Jesus as a true subversive. By turning social hierarchies upside down, by challenging the way people clung to material things and the pride of self, and by preaching God’s love to everyone—especially the poor, oppressed, and impure—Jesus called on his followers to do the unthinkable. At the time of his death, he must have seemed the least likely person to have history on his side. So, how did the disciples react to Jesus’ miracles? Schrader guessed that they probably would have been seized by a wild, visceral fear—or, in the case of the Last Supper, by revulsion.

Jesus breaks the bread loaves and passes them around. He pours wine for the others:

JESUS: Take and eat; this is my body.

Drink, this is my blood.

As they do, the bread and the wine transubstantiate into flesh and blood in their mouths. Peter is the first to cough up the bloody flesh. The others, sickened, follow. They wipe their bloody mouths.

Nearly equal in shock value, but in a different way, was Schrader’s treatment of Jesus and Mary Magdalene’s wedding night. The scene was written with great tenderness, but its erotic charge is unmistakable.

INT. JUDEAN HOUSE—NIGHT

Jesus and Magdalene make love on blankets spread over straw. He kisses her breasts, her lips.

MAGDALENE: I feel like I’ve just been born. That this is the first day of my life.

JESUS: I never knew the world was so beautiful. I was blind. (kisses her breasts again) I didn’t know that the body was so holy. But now I understand.

MAGDALENE: Understand what?

JESUS: That this is the road.

MAGDALENE: What road?

JESUS: The road on which the mortal becomes immortal. God becomes human. I was so stupid: I tried to find a way outside my own flesh. I wanted clouds, great ideas, death. But now I know: a woman is God’s greatest work. And I worship you. God sleeps between your legs.

MAGDALENE: I want to have a child with you.

JESUS: Me too.

Magdalene hears a noise at the door.

MAGDALENE: What’s that?

The Guardian Angel steps into the darkened room.

GUARDIAN ANGEL: It’s me. I wondered if I could watch. I’m lonely too.

JESUS (laughs): Yes, yes. Watch.

Jesus resumes lovemaking.

That Jesus was tempted in every way is an article of Christian doctrine.97 Still, the detailed visual description of it could be jarring, even for liberal-minded believers. In writing these and other scenes, Schrader played the part of the provocateur to the hilt. He had used this strategy before, notably in Raging Bull, to force Scorsese to rethink his assumptions about the material, and to ensure that at least some of his own ideas survived the production process.

Another of Schrader’s goals for the screenplay—which he pursued with Scorsese’s blessing—was to rough up the lyricism of the book’s language. In the view of Peter Bien, the novel’s English translator, the screenplay robbed the novel of its linguistic achievement, which was “its integration of New Testament koine Greek into the demotic idiom of contemporary Greece.”98 But films are born with cultural references different from the literary works from which they derive. In this case, Schrader and Scorsese were determined to get the dialogue as far from the legacy of the biblical epic as they could. If Last Temptation was going to succeed on the screen, they had to radically reduce the distance between Jesus’ world and the twentieth-century world of movie audiences—and for this to happen, the characters would have to speak more plainly than in any previous film about Jesus, in a vernacular familiar to contemporary Americans.

Schrader wrote the most down-to-earth dialogue for the disciples, whom he and Scorsese agreed would have been illiterate, working-class men.99 In one scene, the disciples sit idly in a tavern, waiting for Jesus to return. “Now they say they’re going to kill everyone who was baptized,” says James. “Nobody told you to get baptized. Serves you right,” answers Philip. “You were baptized, too, asshole,” says Peter. “Begged for it. So, shut up.”

“People are going to recoil at that,” said Schrader about the dialogue, “because it violates all they’ve read and heard over the years, but that’s just unfortunate—there’s no other solution.”100

Bob Chartoff and Irwin Winkler received Schrader’s first draft in March 1982. The Last Temptation of Christ was finally in screenplay form and the director signaled that he was prepared to clear his schedule to make it. Martin Scorsese stood at the threshold of realizing his lifelong passion of making a film about Christ; now he just needed to find a studio willing to underwrite the rest of his journey.
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Paramount

IN MAY 1982 Paramount Pictures announced that it was promoting a thirty-one-year-old production executive to the post of president of worldwide production. With the abrupt departure of Don Simpson from the position, the studio president, Michael Eisner, decided that he had to fill it with someone whose efficiency, aggressiveness, and implacable dedication to controlling production costs matched his own.

If anything, Jeffrey Katzenberg exceeded that rigorous standard. In the seven years since he was hired as an assistant to Paramount’s chairman, Barry Diller, Katzenberg had demonstrated that he would work as many hours as it took and clear any obstacle in his way, with as little wasted motion as possible, to get a task done. Katzenberg was known in the film community as Paramount’s “golden retriever” (a nickname he detested); his new job entailed seeking out the best creative material and bringing it back to the studio. It was a job he relished and carried out with a preternatural intensity. Before there was such a thing as speed dial, Katzenberg made more than a hundred calls a day. Most of them took less than sixty seconds.1 Dawn Steel, then a young vice president, recalled that he rotated through “the top two hundred people in his sphere” at least once every two weeks, vacuuming up information about story ideas, literary properties, deals, and would-be deals.2

Then there were the calls to people he didn’t know, some of them higher in stature and power. Whereas some people might hesitate to make these calls—or give up after coming up against the avoidance tactic known in the industry as the “slow no”—Katzenberg never gave up. Under his tutelage, Steel learned what she called the Jeffrey Katzenberg Theory of Getting Things Done: “If they throw you out the front door you go in the back door, and if they throw you out the back door you go in the window, and if they throw you out the window you go in the basement. And you don’t ever take it personally.”3 It was actually less a theory than a survival imperative. The only thing that mattered was getting the best information—or gaining access to the best information holders—and in a subculture built on interlocking relationships, the way to increase the yield of development deals is to plug into those circuits and keep expanding the universe of people who might have something to offer.

So it happened one morning in his first summer as production chief that Katzenberg dialed up a producer who wasn’t yet on his list. According to Irwin Winkler, he said, “You don’t know me, and I don’t know you, but I’m interested in doing business with you. Could I take you to lunch?” Winkler said he would be delighted and the next day the two men met at West Hollywood’s Ma Maison. Chartoff-Winkler’s adaptation of Tom Wolfe’s book about the early space program, The Right Stuff, was then in production; but by the end of their lunch it was evident that Winkler had nothing to sell.

As they were about to leave, Katzenberg asked one more time if he was sure he didn’t have anything. Winkler hesitated. After all, Katzenberg was buying him lunch and he should at least throw him a bone. The producer conceded that there was this one screenplay, but warned that it would not be right for Paramount.

“What is that?” asked Katzenberg.

“You know, there’s no sense in really even talking about it because I just don’t think you’ll be interested.”

“Well, what is it?”

“It’s The Last Temptation of Christ.”

Katzenberg rolled his eyes. “Well, let me read it anyway.”

“I really don’t think you would be interested in it.”

Katzenberg waved off his protestations and told him to send Paul Schrader’s script over. Several days later, Katzenberg called back to say that Paramount was interested. Winkler was elated at the news, but also perplexed.4 He could not discern any obvious reason for Paramount to get involved with Last Temptation. Throughout the preproduction phase, Winkler said, “I was always scratching my head, saying, ‘Why in the world do they want to make this movie?’ Because it was so far away from the kind of films that they had a reputation for making.”5

Irwin Winkler was under no illusion about the film’s painfully poor fit with the direction of the movie business. The glory years of the 1970s, when talented young directors were courted by studio presidents and allowed to call the shots, were long gone. By the early 1980s, a confluence of onrushing developments was reshaping the entertainment industry—from the dimming influence of the 1960s counterculture; to the acquisition of previously independent studios by publicly traded conglomerates; to the growth of multiplex cinemas; to the exploding home-video market and the rapid build-out of cable systems in the nation’s urban areas. A new model for making money from creative product was being hastily assembled. But not just any kind of creative product. The way of the future had been adumbrated with the astounding successes of Steven Spielberg’s Jaws and George Lucas’s Star Wars. The studios now focused on developing concepts that could easily be marketed to an audience of teens and young adults—especially ideas with the potential to become pop-culture franchises, capable of throwing off massive ancillary revenues in merchandising tie-ins and soundtrack sales before moving on to the lucrative home-video and pay cable windows. In short, the era of high concept was ascendent.6

The essence of high concept, in Steven Spielberg’s words, is a story “you can hold in your hand.”7 Or, as the journalist Tony Schwartz wrote in a 1984 New York profile of Paramount’s top executives, “A concept—or high concept, as it’s come to be known—refers to an idea that can be summarized in a sentence. And then sold to anyone over the age of seven.”8 True high concept, however, is more than an idea writ small. The classic examples, such as Jaws, E.T.: The Extraterrestrial, and the Indiana Jones series, tap a deep vein of the mythic imagination—the misfit’s redemption; the triumph of the pure of heart; and of course, David-versus-Goliath underdog narratives—with a few deft storytelling strokes. All the studios adopted it to some degree, but high concept reached its apotheosis at Paramount in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when the studio delivered to America’s theaters the likes of Saturday Night Fever, Grease, Heaven Can Wait, Meatballs, Star Trek, Urban Cowboy, Friday the 13th, Raiders of the Lost Ark, An Officer and a Gentleman, and Airplane! Paramount inherited its DNA of high concept from the down-market medium of network television in the person of Michael Eisner. As ABC’s head of feature films and program development, Eisner sat in on countless pitches from agents and producers. He trained himself to listen past all the elements that get thrown into a pitch and home in on the mainspring of a story. He described his reaction to a good story as a palpable sensation: “When I heard a good idea it had an effect on my mind and my body. Sometimes I felt it in my stomach, other times in my throat, still others on my skin—a kind of instant truth detector.”9

When Eisner joined Barry Diller at Paramount in 1976, they applied this television-bred sensibility to the high-risk proposition of picking the twelve to fifteen pictures per year to put into production. Not all of them could be hits. But by emphasizing story over star power, by favoring studio-developed material over the packages offered by agencies, and by drumming Eisner’s cost-curbing mantra into the mind of every production executive, Paramount didn’t need a hit every time; even below-average grossing pictures could be profitable.

Irwin Winkler’s confusion was understandable. Last Temptation was hardly cut from the same cloth as Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan. The interest in it apparently came from another side of the studio’s agenda, the side that annually green-lit a handful of “prestige” films. By most accounts, the push for serious drama more often came from Barry Diller, but even the populist-minded Eisner championed projects like The Elephant Man and Ordinary People.10 About Last Temptation, Harry Ufland remembered that “Michael Eisner and Jeffrey Katzenberg were big proponents of the film and they really thought that it was not only going to be a very important film”—indeed, a potential Oscar nominee—“but they thought it would be successful commercially.”11 Katzenberg recalled only that he and Eisner were drawn to the idea of a brilliant filmmaker pursuing his passion. He said, “I don’t think any of us thought that it was going to have the level of controversy that it did have. It was not meant to undermine or take a negative interpretation of people’s faith. . . . It wasn’t made as a piece of propaganda.”12

According to David Kirkpatrick, the Paramount production executive who supervised Last Temptation, it was a combination of elements—including the potential upside of the novel’s controversial history—that swayed the studio’s thinking. “[The approval] had a lot to do with the fact that there had been a certain level of success at the company, that this was a highly original viewpoint on Christian mythology, that it had a world-class director involved, and it had a bit of controversy behind it. Michael Eisner was always looking for that sort of special project. He always would say, ‘A project sometimes can have so many negatives to it that it’s a positive.’ And we were developing classic material. We were developing Ethan Frome and we were trying to decide if we should do something with Scarlet Letter or Moby Dick. And I think [The Last Temptation of Christ] was the kind of thing that Michael felt was different from the other material. . . . Anything that is unique and not referential to all the other sort of high concepts is something to make because it’s easy to sell. Because it sells different and unusual. So it was really a combination of the artistry and also the fact that in part it really was a high concept. It was really being skewed as a high concept coming from a sort of intelligent, artistic point of view. And it was really driven by Michael.”13

Several weeks after the Ma Maison meeting, Diller, Eisner, and Katzenberg joined Scorsese and Winkler for lunch at New York’s Regency Hotel to hear their plans in more detail. Katzenberg talked at first about another religious film about a legendary Israelite that was in line for final approval. A Richard Gere vehicle, King David was conceived as a “down-the-center epic-adventure movie,” as Katzenberg put it—apparently not something that would compete with Scorsese’s project.14 The conversation circled back to Last Temptation. Barry Diller looked across the table at Scorsese and asked him why he wanted to make it. “Because I want to get to know Christ better,” Scorsese replied in utter seriousness.15 Diller blushed, Scorsese said later, because “he didn’t expect that answer. Neither did I, in a way. What I was thinking of is that I make a film that is not just a movie, but the act of making the film has to do with religion itself—self-knowledge. Which is not exactly what a Hollywood studio has in mind.”16

If his motive was beyond their ken, Diller and Eisner recognized—indeed, they had the utmost respect for—Scorsese’s pure passion for the story. Concluding lunch with the understanding that Last Temptation would be subject to certain budget restrictions, Diller said, “Let’s make the movie.”17

ON SUNDAY, JANUARY 16, 1983, Scorsese, Winkler, Chartoff, and their assistants boarded a flight for Israel to conduct the first location scout for The Last Temptation of Christ. Twenty years earlier, Pier Paolo Pasolini had taken a similar trip in preparation for The Gospel according to St. Matthew. According to his biographer Barth David Schwartz, within hours of his caravan’s leaving Tel Aviv, Pasolini was already expressing disappointment about the modern look of Israel, the “reforestation works, modern agriculture, light industry.”18 Scorsese, however, was intoxicated with the idea of shooting in the Holy Land, and Arnon Milchan, his producer for The King of Comedy and an Israeli closely connected to the Knesset and the country’s military complex, promised the group an entrée to the highest levels of government.

Upon their arrival in Tel Aviv, Scorsese and his party were whisked to Jerusalem, where they were introduced to President Yitzhak Navon, Yitzhak Rabin (then a member of the Knesset), and Jerusalem’s mayor Teddy Kollek—meetings whose purposes were equal parts social and political. Throughout the rest of the scout, Variety reported, the group received “the ‘A’ treatment.”19 Kollek showed Scorsese the Valley of Hinnon southwest of Jerusalem, where the apostate King Ahaz sacrificed his sons in fire, and escorted the group to potential sites for the Crucifixion scene. In the City of David, Scorsese visited shrines such as the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, said to house the tomb of Christ, and he inquired about shooting under the Al-Aqsa Mosque in the Marwani Musallah. (The elders declined his request.) The rest of the trip was spent surveying the countryside. They chartered airplanes and an army helicopter was put at the party’s disposal, enabling them to quickly cover a wide swath of the nation.

Location scout trips are normally low-profile affairs, but by the time Scorsese flew back for the opening of The King of Comedy, notices about the Israel trip had already appeared in Variety, Hollywood Reporter, and the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner. Most of the stories claimed that Robert De Niro was already attached to the film in the role of Jesus. Speculation about De Niro had first surfaced a year earlier, in Rolling Stone’s “Random Notes” column, where Paul Schrader opined about Last Temptation: “This is like another Scorsese–De Niro thing. . . . But this one deals with a real sufferer. A heavyweight sufferer instead of a middleweight.”20

Asked by Hollywood Reporter’s correspondent in Tel Aviv whether De Niro had been offered the part, Scorsese denied that he had seen the script.21 But the year before, Scorsese had in fact given him Schrader’s adaptation. De Niro reportedly took off a hat to reveal his skull—shaved for his role in Once upon a Time in America—and said to Scorsese, “Do I look like Christ?”22 Irwin Winkler also met with De Niro in New York and discussed, among other things, how the Crucifixion would be done, how a nail could be driven through his hand. De Niro apparently resisted getting involved in the project. He did not share Scorsese’s affection for biblical material, nor did he warm to the idea of playing Kazantzakis’ Christ, whose indecisiveness he likened to Hamlet’s.23 Paramount, however, thought the reteaming of Scorsese and De Niro would help to “presell” the film; the studio even announced De Niro’s participation in Last Temptation at its annual presentation to exhibitors at the ShoWest trade show in Las Vegas. The next day Jeffrey Katzenberg caught up with Scorsese and apologized, explaining that the De Niro billing was a mistake. But before ShoWest ended, Winkler convinced him to talk to De Niro about it just one more time.24

On February 26 Scorsese took the Concorde to Paris for a one-day visit with the actor. During their years of working together they had explored subjects of mutual interest in a process that evolved, in Scorsese’s words, as a “gravitation to each other.”25 For example, Raging Bull originated with De Niro; only when Scorsese was able to find a personal connection to the material did he commit to direct. GoodFellas came first from Scorsese, but it moved forward at Warner Bros. when De Niro agreed to play the role of Jimmy “the Gent” Conway. With Last Temptation, there was no such gravitation. Their meeting that night, Scorsese recalled, “was a slightly awkward situation because I hadn’t really planned to ask him, but I think the studio was expecting that.”26 The next morning, De Niro told Scorsese that he would do it if there was no other way for the film to be made, but Scorsese resolved not to ask his friend to get up on the cross if he didn’t feel something for the part. With The King of Comedy suffering dismal box office results in its first week of release, it was a precarious time for Scorsese to be starting an ambitious project without a star. The issue of casting Jesus would grow more problematic as The Last Temptation of Christ moved further into preproduction.
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Martin Scorsese and Boris Leven on location scout in Israel, 1983. (Courtesy of the Martin Scorsese collection)

To help him visualize Last Temptation, Scorsese turned to the legendary Hollywood art director Boris Leven, who had also worked with him on New York, New York and The Last Waltz. Together, Leven and Scorsese searched art books for reproductions of Gospel scenes that might suggest looks for Last Temptation. Some paintings of Georges de la Tour, Rembrandt, and Caravaggio yielded lighting and compositional ideas for the Last Supper sequence.27 Giotto’s fourteenth-century fresco The Betrayal of Christ served as a model for Jesus’ betrayal in Gethsemane.28 A Hieronymus Bosch painting, The Bearing of the Cross, inspired the film’s ultra-slow-motion shot of Jesus carrying the beam of the cross on the Via Dolorosa.

Later that spring, Leven went with Scorsese on a second scout, first to Israel, then to Tunisia and Morocco. Though the archaeological sites of the Holy Land were impressive, they were essentially protected ruins hemmed in by the people, buildings, and highways of a developed society. The primitive quality that Scorsese and Leven were after, the look of a living first-century scene, was found in Morocco. A few miles outside Marrakech, they came into a desert village called Oumnast that had no electricity or television antennas. “There was nothing,” Scorsese recalled. “People are still walking with donkeys, and it looks like something three, four thousand years old.”29 It was a community built to a human scale, the type that would have existed in antiquity—one that could pass as Nazareth or the Capernaum of Jesus’ early ministry. Scorsese briefly flirted with the idea of filming in Morocco for three weeks before going on to Israel, but the cost of operating in both countries was deemed too high.

By May Scorsese was ready to revise the script. Paul Schrader was preoccupied with a screenplay on the life of the novelist Yukio Mishima and unavailable for further work on Last Temptation. After trying a couple of revisions himself, with less than satisfactory results, Scorsese called on his friend and sometime collaborator Jay Cocks. First they had to get out of the company town atmosphere of Los Angeles. They retreated to a rented house set on a hill in the desert above Palm Springs. But for a bad fuse that blew out the electricity one day, there was nothing in the isolated area to distract them. “We had two copies of the book on the table in front of us,” recalled Cocks. “We had an assistant of Marty’s who would retype and do things for us. We were able to work that intensely because we had a very good structure from Paul. I would rough out a scene. He’d read it, make suggestions. I’d rewrite, read it again, more suggestions, rewrite again, and then maybe move on.”30

One morning they began reading the script and realized that the dialogue had to sound grittier, more like On the Waterfront, because the disciples were fishermen, “tough guys who worked with their hands,” said Cocks.31 They went through the script, “arguing over every word,” Scorsese recalled, and eventually rewrote about 80 percent of the dialogue.32

The new dialogue worked best in some of the least likely scenes. The Sermon on the Mount, which is depicted in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew as a formal speech delivered to a multitude of rapt listeners, was changed into a loose, call-and-response-style sermon. Jesus starts out tentatively:

JESUS (v.o.[VOICE-OVER]) This is what I’ve always been afraid of. There’s so much to say. What if I say the wrong thing? What if I say the right thing?

A pause. The words start to come.

JESUS: Come closer everybody. “My brothers, my sisters.” I’m calling you that because we’re all a family. A little closer. My voice isn’t very strong, and I’ve got something to tell you.

The crowd gets closer, still more curious than anything else.

JESUS: I’m sorry if I have to tell you stories. But it seems to be the only way I can talk to you.

They read the lines of this scene back and forth, Cocks recalled, “as a kind of pep rally or political speech, with that kind of rhythm, because he’s trying to get the crowd excited. And maybe that kind of looseness came through in the writing.”33

Jesus takes a step forward, going with the momentum of his strong feelings.

JESUS: Listen, I used to think God was angry too. But not anymore. He used to jump on me like a wild bird and dig his claws into my head. But then one morning he came to me. He blew over me like a cool breeze and said “Stand up.” And here I am.

ZEBEDEE: Go to hell!

MAN IN CROWD: These are all stories for children. They can’t help us.

Jesus starts into the crowd, confronting them directly.

JESUS: What are you hungry for? And you, you’re thirsty? What are you thirsty for? For justice. Justice.

ANDREW: And bread.

JESUS: Bread too, bread too. I’m telling you, whoever’s hungry for justice, whoever’s thirsty for justice . . . they’re the ones who’ll be blessed. They’ll be filled with bread. They’ll never be thirsty again.

What Cocks and Scorsese were after in this critical scene was the sense of exhilaration that Jesus feels at finding his preaching voice. Jesus, Scorsese said, is “getting the beat, he’s getting the language and the rhythm of it. . . . It’s like watching a guy get himself together and it’s great. When he gets it he feels terrific about it. He says, ‘Here I am.’ ”34

They also tried to magnify the significance of certain scenes, such as the raising of Lazarus. In Schrader’s version, Lazarus merely emerges from the tomb of his own accord. Cocks and Scorsese injected a brief struggle in the effort to get Lazarus out of the tomb, thereby dramatizing Jesus’ fear of facing death and foreshadowing what would be asked of him later.

Jesus stands at the entrance of the tomb and yells. His voice echoes: a wild, strange cry, like something from another world.

JESUS: Lazarus! In the name of the prophets, in the name of Jeremiah and my Father, in the name of the most Holy God, I call you here!

At first, nothing. Then we begin to hear a soft rustling inside the tomb. Jesus is apprehensive. He stares at the tomb’s entrance. Suddenly a decomposed skeletal human hand reaches out. The crowd gasps. Jesus, startled, jumps. Slowly, Jesus reaches out, moves a bit closer and clasps the corpse’s hand. He is terrified. Suddenly, the corpse pulls back as if to yank Jesus into the tomb. Jesus is more frightened. He stands his ground. Then, Jesus decides to pull and the corpse comes out. The disciples and the crowd are stunned. The desicated [sic] figure, Lazarus, is covered head to toe in white burial cloth. His free hand slowly unwraps the cloth from his face. Strips of rotting flesh hang loose. Lazarus embraces Jesus.

Some of the more provocative parts of Schrader’s screenplay were excised, including the brief flashback featuring a younger Mary Magdalene and Jesus betrothed in the village of Magdala, as well as a scene in the last temptation sequence in which the pregnant Mary Magdalene is stoned to death by Saul and some guards. Schrader’s line, “God sleeps between your legs,” uttered during the fantasized lovemaking, and the shots of disciples coughing up flesh during the Last Supper stayed in until the last revision in November. The theme of Jesus’ rejection of his mother, however, was not only kept but expanded.

Mary comes out of the crowd near him and grabs Jesus’ arm.

MARY (MOTHER OF JESUS): Son. Please. Come back with me.

JESUS: Who are you?

MARY (MOTHER OF JESUS): Who I am. What’s the matter with you? I’m your mother.

JESUS: I don’t know who you are. I don’t have any mother, I don’t have any family. All I have is a father, and he’s in heaven.

MARY (MOTHER OF JESUS): I don’t care who you think you are, don’t talk to me that way.

JESUS: Who are you? I mean really. Who are you?

He shakes off her arm and keeps walking, the disciples close behind him. She stands still, quietly crying.35

By the end of their second trip to Palm Springs, Cocks and Scorsese’s emendations had increased the length of the screenplay to 89 scenes and 111 pages. When Scorsese worried aloud about the extra pages, Paul Schrader replied sardonically, “Well, just remember that on those days when you have to shoot them.”36 All together, Cocks and Scorsese revised the screenplay seven times that year, and it effectively made the crossing from Schrader’s poetic work to a script ready to be shot to Scorsese’s dramatic and stylistic specifications.

Coordinating the casting sessions in Los Angeles was Cis Corman, who had performed the same duty on Raging Bull and The King of Comedy. Well acquainted with Scorsese’s instincts, Corman did not always cast apposite to character description; it was often more interesting to go in other, less conventional directions. But she wasn’t sure if this methodology would work for The Last Temptation of Christ. Kazantzakis’ novel hardly comported with the sanctified images of Jesus she saw as a girl when she went to Mass with her Catholic friends, and her own upbringing in a Reformed Jewish family in Brookline, Massachusetts, was no help, either. She began to think it might be better to cast safely, to stay well within known types. “I then realized I have to approach this and look for actors like I look for actors on everything, and not get bogged down by the idea that this is holier than holy.”37

The auditions followed a protocol similar to that of the other Scorsese films Corman had worked on: “First of all, when an actor finds out that they’re going to meet Marty Scorsese, it is like—well, they’re beside themselves. Marty would say to me, ‘Come to my house. Come at two-thirty.’ I’d say, okay. And I would call the agent and say, ‘Tell the actor to get there at about three-thirty, quarter of four. And to bring a book.’ And maybe by four-thirty we would start seeing people.” Corman would brief Scorsese on the actor’s work and then he talked alone with the actor. “He was absolutely wonderful with actors. I would have to open the door and say, ‘Marty, I’m sorry—’ He would never say to an actor, time is up. I had to rescue him all the time. I would give them as much time as I could. The actors, of course, would walk out of that room and couldn’t believe that they had met with Marty Scorsese. And when he hired somebody and they were working together, he did that by himself.”38

Barbara Hershey was put through three months of screen tests for the part of Mary Magdalene because Scorsese, Winkler, and Robert Chartoff felt they had to prove—to themselves and to Hershey—that acting ability and her suitability for the part were the only considerations, and not because she had given the novel to Scorsese.39 Scorsese called on his longtime friend Harvey Keitel to play Judas because, Scorsese argued, he is the character who stands in for the audience: “He is the audience: Judas. And that’s why for me the audience is a person who lives in New York, on the East Coast, and has that kind of accent. It’s me, in that respect.”40 Harry Dean Stanton, who grew up a Southern Baptist in Kentucky, was chosen to lend a televangelist fervor to Saint Paul in the last temptation sequence.41 For the brief but critical role of Pontius Pilate, Scorsese cribbed an idea from William Wyler’s Ben Hur: using British actors for the Romans, in contrast to Americans for the Jews. The idea was to convey differences of social caste and political authority by this very precise change in accents.42 Cis Corman met first with David Bowie in her office, but the part of Pilate—envisioned by Scorsese as a young, charismatic prefect—was offered to another British pop star, Sting.

The second tier of actors came together by early fall: Verna Bloom (Jay Cocks’s wife) as Mary, mother of Jesus; Irvin Kershner as Zebedee; Andre Gregory as John the Baptist; Kathy Baker as Martha, the sister of Lazarus; and Michael Been, Paul Herman, Paul Sorvino, Victor Argo, and John Lurie as apostles. Schrader’s first draft of the screenplay described the guardian angel as an Arab boy. But to avoid criticism for identifying Satan as Arabic, Cocks and Scorsese rewrote the character to be an old man, a father figure. Hume Cronyn and Lew Ayres both read for the part, and Ayres—an MGM contract player from the 1930s and 1940s—was eventually chosen, owing in part to concerns about Cronyn’s health.43

The most important casting decision, of course, was that of the Messiah. There is not a single reference to Jesus’ physical appearance in the New Testament. As a Palestinian Jew of that period, Jesus could well have been a dark-skinned man with Semitic features and a close-cropped beard.44 But because of Hebrew proscriptions against religious art, the first frescoes and mosaics of Jesus dating from the third century were created by Gentiles. These images typically depicted him as Greco-Roman, sometimes with a beard, but often without one.45 From the Medieval period onward, wrote Jaroslav Pelikan in Jesus through the Centuries, “the humanity of Jesus depicted in the icons was a humanity suffused with the presence of divinity; it was, in this sense, the ‘deified’ body of Christ that was being portrayed.”46

Movie portrayals deviated little from this visual orthodoxy of the Europeanized Christ. By one count, fifty-seven actors played Jesus Christ in feature films between 1897’s The Passion Play of Oberammergau, in which Frank Russell first inhabited the role, and 2004’s The Passion of the Christ.47 All but three of these actors were bearded, and all but one identifiably Caucasian. A more Semitic-looking Jesus might have been historically accurate, but Scorsese rationalized that audiences were more likely to accept a fully human Jesus if they didn’t also have to deal with a radically different appearance. “The Jesus in the film,” he was to say later, “is the Jesus that we ‘know’ from calendars and from the statues. Light, auburn hair. Long hair. Blue-eyed. And a slight beard. And that’s the Jesus that we as Westerners and Americans ‘know,’ so to speak.”48

As the summer dragged on, the process of casting Jesus consumed more of Scorsese’s time than he had expected. Among others, John Malkovich, Christopher Walken, Jonathan Pryce, and Eric Roberts came to the Bel Air Hotel for auditions, as Harvey Keitel played Judas to their Jesus.49 Scorsese was impressed with Roberts’s performance, but the actor took himself out of contention.50 Finally, in early September, Scorsese settled on Chris Walken, and the actor’s screen test was shown to Paramount executives. They reacted negatively, said David Kirkpatrick, because Walken had played too many oddball characters to be sympathetic as Jesus.51 In long, stressful conversations with the studio, it became clear to Scorsese that his choice of Walken was getting entangled with concerns about the film’s escalating costs. At one juncture, Katzenberg asked Scorsese if he would go to the mat for this—What if Walken was suddenly, inexplicably, unavailable to do the picture? What would he do? Scorsese said that, of course, he would have to get another actor. Katzenberg’s clever line of questioning produced the desired answer: Chris Walken was not indispensable; the movie could go on without him.52

Later, Walken’s agent, Sue Mengers, told Scorsese that Paramount was using Walken’s unsuitability as an excuse to back out of the film.53 Whether or not Mengers was right, Scorsese had to bury his bitterness and find a replacement.

Earlier that summer Scorsese had compiled footage of a twenty-four-year-old actor, Aidan Quinn, whose rebellious, motorcycle-riding Johnny Rourke in the yet-to-be released Reckless was creating a buzz. He was intrigued with Quinn’s resemblance to the James Dean of Rebel without a Cause. In Scorsese’s mind, Dean had always been a model for the fusing of alienation, yearning, and willful contrariness in Kazantzakis’ Jesus—especially in the scene where Jesus tries to displease God by making crosses for the Romans’ executions. Quinn came in to audition with Barbara Hershey and gave “an amazing screen test,” according to one of Scorsese’s associates.54 Scorsese and Cis Corman saw a vulnerability in his face that they believed would work for Jesus. The studio quickly agreed and Quinn proceeded to immerse himself in the part.

The conflict over casting used up some of Scorsese’s political capital with the studio. But that was only a prelude to a much graver situation: the production budget, which had been inching up all summer, suddenly exploded. Boris Leven, recalled Scorsese, “kept talking to me about opening the production up a little bit and making it breathe in a sense in terms of size.”55 This meant bigger, more elaborate sets and expensive set decorations, props, and costumes that incorporated the historical detail they were finding in their research. One set of Jean-Pierre Delifer’s costumes—those intended for Jesus, Mary Magdalene, the disciples, and ordinary Palestinians—were being created in Marrakech workshops by local craftsmen using traditional Moroccan fabrics.56 The clothes worn by the Romans and the Jewish religious hierarchy were constructed at even greater expense at Bermans and Nathans in London. The toga for Pontius Pilate was sewn from an eight-meter length of natural deerskin so supple, recalled Delifer, “it might look like silk.” When the invoices for the costumes came in, Irwin Winkler realized for the first time that the film’s costs were spiraling out of control.57

Another factor propelling the budget higher was the cost of working in Israel. An early warning had come that spring when Chartoff-Winkler received a bill from the Israeli government for the use of an army helicopter during the January location scout. Instead of the original estimate of four to five hundred dollars an hour, they were shocked to see helicopter charges of nearly four thousand dollars per hour. After several attempts to get the bill corrected, Hal Polaire, the executive producer, wrote to the Israeli minister of commerce and industry: “Our concerns, now, are whether we can afford to expose ourselves to an operation in Israel and find the same situation occurring, and whether we can afford to have this film made in Israel at all.”58

The helicopter contretemps was patched up, but almost every location cost, from hotel rooms to the rates for an Israeli crew, seemed to come tagged with exorbitant surcharges. Paramount’s cost-averse management was accustomed to making films no farther away than one short flight from Los Angeles,59 and now Chartoff and Winkler, whose The Right Stuff had gone substantially over budget, were proposing to shoot The Last Temptation of Christ on the other side of the globe, in a nation constantly on the brink of war. By late August Winkler had already twice gone back to the well. The studio grudgingly approved both requests and the budget swelled to $14 million for a ninety-day shooting schedule.

The numbers were about to go up again. Last Temptation was going to be shot all over Israel—from Timna for the raising of Lazarus, to the Roman amphitheater in Beit Shear for the scene with Pontius Pilate, to the Negev Desert for the monastery and wilderness and village scenes, to Jerusalem for various scenes involving that venerated city. The location changes required at least one down day for the company to move, which spread out the shooting schedule.60 And each location had its own unique issues. To shoot at the historic ruins, for example, they would have to approach the Israeli antiquities authorities and obtain a permit; Chartoff-Winkler would then put up a bond to guarantee that the site was returned to its original condition when the company finished.61 Winkler ran the numbers and came up with a hundred days of principal photography and a new budget of $16 million. They needed to ask for more money, he told Scorsese: it would be better to ask at that point than to shoot for four or five weeks and then say they needed more.62

The timing for another budget hike was not propitious for Winkler himself. The Right Stuff had been a strenuous shoot in the Mojave Desert, and the idea of working thousands of miles away from his family on another desert production was distinctly unappealing. Winkler had also begun the dissolution of his partnership with Chartoff, with whom he had been teamed since 1962.63 “So I was starting to have one foot out the door by then,” he recalled.64

On Tuesday, September 27, 1983, Scorsese and Winkler went in to see Michael Eisner and David Kirkpatrick. Winkler carried a copy of the October 3 issue of Newsweek, featuring a cover story about The Right Stuff. The movie was opening to positive critical notices, and with the coincident entry of the former Mercury astronaut John Glenn into the race for the Democratic presidential nomination, all signs pointed toward a buoyant theatrical run. After accepting the congratulations of his peers, Winkler turned to Last Temptation. He reviewed the casting, Leven’s set design enhancements, the logistics of shooting in Israel. More money was needed to ensure a first-rate production, he concluded. About $2 million more. The executives’ faces went blank. In that instant, Scorsese recalled, “something happened in the room.”65

“Every time you come back, you ask for more money,” Eisner complained. “And we’re getting all this difficulty for the film, you know, and we’re not sure about your casting.”

Not only did Eisner demur on the budget request, but Scorsese saw in his reaction the bottom suddenly falling out of the studio’s support for the project.

As if to put an emphatic caption on Scorsese’s reading of the situation, Eisner fixed them with a glare and said, “When you walked in this room, you had a green light. You are now at a blinking yellow.”

They retreated down the hall to an empty office. Winkler, disturbed at what had just transpired, said that the film was shaping up to be something that had all the earmarks of a difficult production. “They’re going to fight us every inch of the way.”66

“Irwin, I’m going to make this film if I have to take a camera into the desert and do it myself.”

“I don’t know if I’m prepared to do that,” Winkler answered.67

A few days later, Winkler notified Scorsese and Paramount that he was withdrawing from Last Temptation. Ultimately, he could not abandon his code—A producer has to live with his movie. Unless he’s willing to do that, he has no rights.68 Winkler’s exit was a significant loss for both; Paramount respected his production acumen and relationship with Scorsese, and Scorsese valued him as the kind of producer who could protect him from external pressures and distractions. He never forgot the first difficult weeks of shooting Raging Bull, when Winkler ran interference for him and took the brunt of United Artists’ objections. Then, during the film’s long months of editing, Winkler shielded Scorsese from the information that United Artists “was, sight unseen, selling the picture.”69 Winkler had the combination of judgment, finesse, and toughness that Scorsese sorely needed at this moment, as Paramount reevaluated nearly everything about the film. But Scorsese couldn’t blame the producer for putting his personal affairs first.

The first week of October, Katzenberg introduced Scorsese to his new producer, Jon Avnet, a partner in the Tisch-Avnet Company, who had just come off the breakout success of Risky Business for Warner Bros. Avnet immediately set to work devising a more measured production; the alternative, it was now understood by all parties, would be for Paramount to pull out. Katzenberg called Harry Ufland on October 14 to tell him that Last Temptation had been given the go-ahead again.70 The budget was rolled back to $11.4 million, and Katzenberg made it clear that he preferred that Scorsese come in between $9 and 10 million; he told Ufland, parenthetically, that Scorsese would probably find out that he wouldn’t need a hundred shooting days. Several days later, a story in the Los Angeles Times reported that a new accord between Paramount and the Last Temptation production team had been struck “after months of rumors that the studio had given up on the project.”71

MONTHS LATER, Michael Eisner said of the Christian opponents of Last Temptation, “It’s obviously an organized campaign but we’ve never been able to figure out what group was behind it.”72 The attack on the film flew low under the media radar—and even under Paramount’s radar. The opponents thought that if they spread the word quickly, if they could persuade Americans to express outrage in no uncertain terms, they stood a chance of hitting Gulf + Western’s soft spot: its aversion to risking reputation and corporate profitability on one highly controversial movie. But even if they did these things, they still needed a great deal of help—help beyond their control—to convince the conglomerate to back away from its commitment to Martin Scorsese.

The first portent of this stealth attack came in the March 1983 issue of the N.F.D. Informer, the newsletter of a media watchdog group run by the Reverend Donald Wildmon. A balding, folksy Methodist minister, Wildmon had come a long way since the night in December 1976 when he had had a life-changing epiphany.73 Relaxing with his family for an evening of television viewing at their home in Southaven, Mississippi, the thirty-eight-year-old Wildmon suddenly realized that no matter which of the three network channels he tuned to, he could not avoid exposing his children to shows filled with sex, violence, or profanity. Previously he had always taken the attitude that television’s “mind-poisoning junk food” was just one of the unpleasant realities of living in a pluralistic society. By his own admission, he had fallen into the habit of ignoring the issue, of looking the other way. But in the weeks following that evening, as he read dozens of articles citing television’s harmful effects, Donald Wildmon decided that looking the other way was no longer an option. Not only was it within his power as an individual to effect change in the culture, he believed it was a mission that God was calling him to follow. In his first foray as an activist in early March 1977, he promoted “Turn the TV Off Week” among the members of his own congregation. Despite the dubious results of the stunt, the national press attention it garnered suggested that a homegrown moral values outfit could play on a bigger stage than the Bible Belt. That summer he resigned as pastor and moved his family to Tupelo, in northeast Mississippi. There he founded a nonprofit organization, the National Federation of Decency (NFD), its unofficial goal the remaking of the face of the multibillion-dollar television industry.

In a crowded field of media reformers and advocacy groups, all vying for the same limited pool of donor support, Wildmon needed a modus operandi that would set the NFD apart. It took years of trying various techniques, but he eventually discovered the model for achieving his goals. He found that if the networks were impervious to pressures from outside groups, the advertisers weren’t. By turning a spotlight on every company advertising in shows saturated in violence, sex, profanity, or anti-Christian bias (as determined by coders trained by the NFD), the networks would come under enormous pressure from their own clients to change programming policy. There was really no carrot in this approach, only a stick: the outrage of Christians, articulated in waves of letters and phone calls to the offending advertisers. It was a shrewd strategy, but Wildmon lacked a broad constituent base for making the threat credible.

Wildmon won this much-needed credibility in 1981, when the NFD allied with the Moral Majority and other religious right groups to create the Coalition for Better Television (CBTV). The deal was clinched when he showed Jerry Falwell a dollar bill and said, “The networks don’t care about your moral values, but they do care about this.”74 Overnight, the coalition delivered to Wildmon the support of two hundred organizations and a membership base of three million. CBTV’s breakthrough victory came that June. Television’s largest advertiser, Procter and Gamble, shocked the industry when it voluntarily pulled out of several prime-time shows identified by CBTV as excessively violent, sexual, or profane.75 The coalition disbanded the next year, but by then Wildmon had increased his constituency and established his bona fides as a leading media “watchdog.”

Of all the groups opposing Paramount’s Last Temptation, only the NFD was skilled in the art of corporate intimidation (or extortion, as some critics regarded its methods). As always, Wildmon’s weapon of choice was the rhetorical threat of a boycott. But this case was different from the others. He was going after a film that did not even exist. The modest item in the March 1983 issue of the N.F.D. Informer was headlined, “Film to Have Jesus Fighting against Being Accepted as the Messiah.” It spoke of a “recent splash of anti-Christian films from Hollywood and the networks” and told readers of a planned October start date for Last Temptation. The article closed with a list of the parent company’s retail products: “Gulf & Western makes Backwoods Smoker, Big A auto parts, Cameron fragrance, Comfort Stride hosiery, Easy To Be Me bra, Jordache clothing, No-Nonsense pantyhose, Pascalle fragrance, Supp-Hose stockings, and Ultra Sense pantyhose. If you care to write, the address is: Pres. David N. Judelson, Gulf & Western Industries, 1 Gulf & Western Plaza, New York, NY 10023.”76

The point of the product list didn’t have to be explained to the Informer’s readers. These were products that each reader could refuse to buy if this reprehensible news from Hollywood became reality—a consumer’s decision that Gulf + Western should, of course, be apprised of. By summer of 1983, the NFD was blasting bulletins about Last Temptation to its affiliate chapters and the hundreds of other names (mostly evangelical Christians) on its mailing list.

At roughly the same time, a group of Lutheran nuns—the Evangelical Sisterhood of Mary—independently took notice of The Last Temptation of Christ. The Sisters of Mary had arrived from Germany in 1966 and established a convent named Canaan in the Desert on ten acres north of the Phoenix Mountain Preserve in Arizona. In time they built a media production center at the convent for distributing newsletters and devotional videos to thousands of people on their mailing list. The Sisters had a combative side, too. Clad in khaki habits and white veils, they were known locally for protesting “blasphemous” plays like Godspell. When they thought their Savior was grossly misrepresented, the Sisters felt compelled to show up on a theater’s sidewalk on opening night and picket. As one of them explained, “Jesus is Lord, he’s sovereign, he’s almighty. We are never on the same level as our Lord Jesus, and to even imply that we are on the same level is very heartbreaking both to ourselves and to our Lord.”77

It must have been with the same sense of heartbreak that Mother Basilea Schlink wrote a letter in the summer of 1983: “It has been brought to our attention that a book, THE LAST TEMPTATION OF CHRIST by Nikos Kazantzakis is being made into a film of the same name with shooting to begin on location in JERUSALEM in mid-January 1984. We were able to locate a copy of this book at our public library and now make this urgent appeal for your help that this film might be stopped. In this book of 500 pages the reader follows a gross distortion of the actual Biblical account of Jesus’ life up to the Crucifixion.”78

Mother Schlink went on to tell her readers of some of these distortions—Jesus’ resistance to God’s call; Jesus’ visit to the Magdalene’s brothel door; Jesus’ admission of sin and his fear of insanity. “Unspeakable things are put into Jesus’ mouth,” she hinted darkly. Near the end of the novel, she noted, Jesus’ delirium on the cross becomes a pretext for an “immoral relationship” with Mary Magdalene, followed by a disgracefully polygamous marriage to the sisters Martha and Mary. It is only in the last lines of the book that one learns that said delirium was orchestrated by the Devil. By then, she wrote, “the viewer will already have had his mind filled with such fabrications and blasphemies that are not easily forgotten.”

She closed by asking the readers of her newsletter to pray against the film. She suggested that their concerns be put in writing and mailed to the New York office of Gulf + Western’s chairman, Martin Davis, and the Los Angeles offices of Paramount Pictures.

Suddenly, letters objecting to the film began arriving at Paramount. “We tried to answer each one of them with a thoughtful note,” said David Kirkpatrick.79 A clerical worker was put in a temporary office and given the job of replying to everyone who wrote—to send them mailing addresses, to let them know that they were being heard and that the studio would not knowingly make a picture that was inappropriate, to assure them that The Last Temptation of Christ was a work of artistic achievement and that the studio was moving ahead on it.80 Some of the more poignant letters—such as one from a mother who feared that the film might put her daughter’s belief in God at risk—were sent along to Scorsese, who responded personally.81

In September the negative reaction stepped up. Churches became force multipliers for the protest, circulating petitions, Mother Schlink’s letter, and other information about the film in their congregations. (They did this job so well that it was difficult to turn it off months later, after the need had passed.)82 The same phrases and passages turned up in batches of letters bearing the same postmarks. Many of the writers cited the same “facts” about the novel, and some charged inexplicably that Jesus was portrayed in the movie as a homosexual. The stream of letters and cards turned into a deluge, delivered in large quantities at Gulf + Western corporate headquarters in New York. By October the protesting mail was cresting at more than five thousand pieces a week, and full-time workers were hired to help regain control of the mail-room.83 The hundreds of letters, cards, and petitions delivered every day spoke as one voice against The Last Temptation of Christ and advised one path to follow: kill the project immediately.84

Some of the writers said their pieces bluntly on a single piece of stationery or on the back of a postcard: “Dear sir: How could you sponsor such trash as ‘The Last Temptation of Christ’? I ask that you disassociate yourself from this film of lies!” But most went on for one, two, three, or more pages. The idea for the movie was “the product of a very sick mind,” and the book on which it was based was “vile and filthy,” “pornographic,” “a false calumny,” “a most abhorrent form of pollution,” “full of unspeakable blasphemies and sordid fabrications.” They beseeched Gulf + Western’s Martin Davis not to surrender to “the almighty dollar” or be party to a film that “brings reproach, discredit, and disgrace to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.” Others pledged to throw their support behind a consumer revolt against Gulf + Western. “Such a blasphemous movie would stir a vast number of people to boycott your products,” predicted one of these writers. “I would personally do everything in my power to inform others of your involvement in such a movie if it were to materialize.”

But for every letter that fulminated against the film or damned everyone associated with it, there was a letter that entreated the executives to obey a higher ethos, to cease and desist the film’s production out of respect for believers, the Christian faith, and Jesus Christ himself. A Texas woman wrote, “You have such a wonderful opportunity at your disposal of spreading the Good News about Jesus Christ.” A twelve-year-old girl in Arizona asked Gulf + Western not to make Last Temptation “because it shows false teachings of Christ. Non-Christians would believe that and it isn’t true. Then they would think we have a terrible God and that is not true. We have a great God.” The reasonableness and sincerity of these letters suggested that feelings of offense could rise up from a broader cross-section of Christians, not just religious fanatics.

The escalating response was undoubtedly fueled by an article written by Art Levine, under the title “Raging Messiah,” for the August issue of the politically progressive magazine Mother Jones. Billed as a “sneak preview of Scorsese’s new bio-pic,” most of the article was fashioned as a screenplay of The Last Temptation of Christ, although it did not resemble either Kazantzakis’ novel or Schrader’s own screenplay. Instead, Levine ruthlessly parodied Scorsese’s artistic conceits by grafting the narrative template of Raging Bull onto Gospel personages and events. Jesus, for example, is portrayed as a Jake La Motta–like boxer getting himself in shape for the title bout that would make him the Messiah. The rest follows suit. A foul-tempered Joseph abuses Mary for the indiscretion of giving birth to Jesus; Vito and Peter are disciples who try to psych up a nervous Jesus for his entrance into Jerusalem; Caiaphas and Pontius Pilate are transformed into mobster figures; and the Devil tempts Jesus with gastronomic visions of spaghetti, veal parmigiana, and “other Italian dishes.”85

Unbeknown to Mother Jones’s editors, this odd, profanity-filled “humor” piece was about to reach a very different audience. Donald Wildmon’s staff at the NFD routinely combed news magazines, liberal periodicals, and the entertainment trade journals in search of news they could cite as evidence of the media industries’ depravity. Reacting quickly to the Mother Jones piece, the N.F.D. Informer put together a two-page spread for its September issue, under the headline “CBS, Time Help Promote Vicious, Sick Anti-Christian Article.” The opening pages from “Raging Messiah” (with the profanity omitted) were reprinted, “because we felt you needed to see the depth of degradation of the article which Time and CBS felt worthy of their financial support.”86 If “Raging Messiah” was Mother Jones’s way of lampooning Scorsese’s oeuvre, the point was probably lost on the N.F.D. Informer’s more literal-minded readers.

Word of an anti-Temptation campaign began seeping into the exhibitor community. One executive who was riveted by what was happening was Salah Hassanein, an executive vice president of United Artists Communications. Born in Egypt to a Catholic mother and a Muslim father, Hassanein immigrated to New York City as a young man after World War II. Salah Hassanein joined United Artists Theaters, where he built a nearly forty-year career running the East Coast circuit for Marshall and Robert Naify, UA’s major shareholders. Described by colleagues as “gregarious, hard-driving, and mercurial,”87 Hassanein carved out an unusual degree of influence over the entire United Artists chain. “He was polite, but only polite, to the Naifys,” said a film distributor. “Really, you would think he owned the company.”88

The alarming tone of the letters and calls protesting Last Temptation reminded Hassanein of other religious films in his decades of experience that had stirred passionate feelings—Martin Luther, The Greatest Story Ever Told, The Life of Brian, and particularly the 1976 historical epic, Mohammed: Messenger of God. That film endured a series of difficulties during production, including a stormy walkout by the Islamic scholars hired as technical advisors. When Messenger of God was finally set to premiere in the United States, an extremist Muslim group seized a B’nai B’rith chapter in Washington, D.C., and threatened to kill hostages and bomb the building they were occupying unless all the film’s American showings were canceled.

The standoff ended without injury, but the incident confirmed Salah Hassanein’s worst fears about provocative movie portrayals of gods and prophets. He became convinced that local multiplexes—United Artists’ multiplexes—would be ground zero for any explosive reactions set off by The Last Temptation of Christ. Accordingly, in October Hassanein wrote to Paramount’s head of marketing and distribution, Frank Mancuso, to inform him that the film would not play at any of United Artists’ 3,200 screens. The loss of United Artists, the largest chain in the country at the time, would seriously hurt Last Temptation’s box office prospects, but UA’s decision also suggested that it might be the first big domino in a tumbling cascade of other exhibitors passing on the movie. It was Mancuso’s duty to tell Barry Diller that if Paramount continued with its plans to make Last Temptation, it might not be able to show the picture in most of the theaters in America. “And that sent a real tremor through the studio,” said Avnet.89

Hassanein’s missive seemed to reopen and even widen fractures in the studio’s support of the film. The Last Temptation of Christ, David Kirkpatrick recalled, “was sort of a maelstrom of activity largely political in relationship to the material, and so consequently we were always being sort of dragged into not only dealing with the president of production, but the president of the studio and the chairman of the studio. . . . Michael and Barry were at odds over it because, I think, on the one hand, Michael really wanted to make it . . . and Barry was sort of a little less convinced.”90 The fate of the film also became entwined in the Paramount executives’ worsening relations with Martin Davis of Gulf + Western, who imposed a tough management style on the company after the death of the previous chairman, Charles Bluhdorn, in February.91 A self-confessed control freak, Davis was prone to undercutting the authority of his division heads by weakening, or trying to force the ouster of, their lieutenants. With Paramount, this tactic took the specific form of attempting to turn Diller against his own senior management, Michael Eisner in particular.92 Now, as letters attacking Last Temptation poured in, Davis for the first time took an active interest in Paramount’s content decisions. He asked pointed questions about why the film was being made—whether it was a socially responsible thing to do, and whether, as so many letters claimed, it really was blasphemous.93

Barry Diller, Michael Eisner, and Jeffrey Katzenberg were hardly qualified to answer these questions. Not only were all three men raised as Jews, they were secularists in sensibility and lifestyle. They concluded that some sort of consultation with Christian theologians would help equip them with arguments to defend the project as well as pinpoint those parts of the screenplay that would draw fire if they were filmed as written. But they couldn’t afford the time for the issues to be thoroughly studied; Martin Davis’s concerns had to be answered now. Alternatively, several theologians could be brought to the studio, where, under the probing questions of Jeffrey Katzenberg, their collective erudition could be tapped in a single session. Out of this give-and-take would, it was hoped, emerge insights into any transgressive tendencies lying in the script and who would be most offended if the filmmakers were to go there.

Taking his cue from Katzenberg, David Kirkpatrick engaged Scorsese’s friend Mary Pat Kelly to organize a theological “seminar.”94 Kelly was already on Paramount’s payroll, doing research for Scorsese and prepping the actors on the scriptural foundations of their characters—a position Kirkpatrick jokingly called “theologian to the stars.”95 More than a year after approving The Last Temptation of Christ, with the project now on life support, the studio was finally going to discover what manner of film it had on its hands.

THE SEMINAR PROJECT afforded Mary Pat Kelly the chance to convene “four of the top theologians in the world,”96 as she put it. John McKenzie, a Jesuit priest who was retired from De Paul University’s theology department, was a leading Catholic intellectual and proponent of the biblical theology movement, which sought to recover the original meanings of biblical literature.97 Rosemary Radford Reuther was a Catholic feminist and prolific author whose latest book, Sexism and God-Talk, conceived Jesus as an itinerant liberator struggling against social inequality.98 Rounding out the group were John Cobb, a Protestant theologian from the Claremont College School of Theology, and Jack Elliott, a Methodist teacher and scholar from San Francisco State University. All of them had read the Kazantzakis novel years before; nevertheless, Kelly mailed them new copies along with the latest version of the screenplay.

The morning of November 4 was brilliantly sunny as Katzenberg, Kelly, Kirkpatrick, and the four scholars walked into an executive dining room for what was surely the first meeting of theologians ever held at a Hollywood studio. They sat at a large round table set with microphones, water pitchers and glasses, and a floral centerpiece. After introductions around the table, Jeffrey Katzenberg led off the discussion. Was the book still a controversial work? What was its reputation then? Everyone agreed that the novel was controversial in the 1960s, when reactionary groups tried to remove it from libraries, but their views of its influence veered off in sharply different directions. Last Temptation, said Mary Pat Kelly, was an ingredient of the new theology of the early 1960s—“the door opening into a different way of seeing Christ.” Rosemary Reuther disagreed, saying the novel merely reflected Kazantzakis’ point of view. Both John Cobb and Jack Elliott thought that the book appealed to “extreme orthodox” people. Surprised at hearing this, Katzenberg asked them to clarify what they meant. Kazantzakis played up the supernaturalistic powers of Jesus, said Cobb; further, the novel’s attribution of messianic claims to Jesus ran counter to the liberal tradition in which Cobb grew up.

Just as it looked as though dissent would overtake the proceedings, Elliott brought them together on a key point. “The whole Christian community,” he began, “has always looked at Christ on the one hand as human and, on the other hand, he has wings and there is an aura about him and he is always in the clouds. So people are reading and they are going to movies looking for both of those things. For humanity on the one hand, but not too much. Because if you give him too much, then somehow he is less divine. [In Kazantzakis’ book] there is a wonderful tension between this being a human being with lots of problems and wrestling with anguish and doubt, and on the other hand, having illusions of grandeur.”

Reuther took Elliott’s observation a step further. The traditional statement regarding Jesus’ humanity, derived from the book of Hebrews, is that he was like us in all things except that he never sinned. This caveat, she said, had profound implications: How could Jesus empathize with us, and us with him, if the temptation he faced was abstract, easily shrugged off?

“What Kazantzakis essentially does,” said Reuther, “is throw out that concept and have Jesus Christ really tempted in all kinds of directions. Tempted in the flesh, but also tempted in the spirit. It is that kind of interiorization perception of his temptation that is essentially controversial.” Even more controversial for anyone interested in Jesus were the precise ways that Kazantzakis chose to portray him as a man whipsawed between human impulses and God’s relentless demands:

ELLIOTT: One of the things that fascinated me about Kazantzakis’ book is the idea that Jesus might be crazy. That is going to be as offensive as hell. That he is suffering from migraines with big birds on his back and that he is making crosses. Nobody has ever suggested that before.

MCKENZIE: That is not plausible. Jesus was not a neurotic.

COBB, ELLIOTT, REUTHER: No, he was not a neurotic.

KATZENBERG: This is very much a part of the book and very much a part of the screenplay. The fact that it is a fabrication and a new added dimension that Kazantzakis theorized about makes me wonder how the people will react to someone taking what is a fairly radical departure from the historical theology. I guess what we are struggling with is, do we have the right to do that? Do we have the right, does Marty Scorsese have the right, to interpret the story and create another point of view about Christ? Hundreds and hundreds of millions of people throughout this world have a strong belief. Do we have a right to tamper with that? Does anybody have the right to tamper with that?

REUTHER: It has been tampered with for two thousand years!

COBB: There’s no problem about that!

ELLIOTT: And furthermore, there is such a tradition of Jesus being tempted and, in a way, what Kazantzakis is doing is spelling that out in very conceivable terms. He was tempted to worship wealth, he was tempted to feed himself because he was starving to death, and that is part of the pious tradition. Kazantzakis just goes further and talks about the other aspects of temptation.

Reuther seconded the notion. If the film was to be true to the novel, it must show Jesus trying to reject a mission that he feels is just too overwhelming. The scenes of sexual and familial temptations, and especially of Jesus making crosses for the Romans—“the worst possible thing he can do to make God hate him,” she noted—must be understood in the context of this struggle. She warned, however, that the more effective Scorsese was in filming the images of temptation, the more criticism the film would draw from conservative Catholics and Protestants.

Katzenberg continued to press them: Was the studio treading on spiritual territory where it had no right to go? As far as Jack Elliott was concerned, just because most people do not want to deal with questions about Jesus’ doubts and temptations doesn’t mean the questions should not be asked. “You should ignore the lunatics,” John McKenzie interjected. But then he asked, “How big are the lunatics? Awfully big.”

“That is really the question,” said Katzenberg. “Part of why we are sitting here today is that within about three days of us announcing that we were moving with this story, we received an overwhelming amount of letters throughout the United States, not from one particular group. . . . They simply said that doing an interpretation of the story of Christ that is not true to tradition is in itself an act of blasphemy, is in itself heretical, and you do not have the right to tamper with it.” McKenzie answered that Jesus had always been treated badly by motion pictures, and if he were Jesus, he would write a letter, too. He put the issue bluntly to Katzenberg:

MCKENZIE: I reviewed a novel recently and it really wasn’t very good. I said the characters in this novel are moral pygmys. . . . It is almost like the artist who couldn’t ever draw feet but he was great at drawing the sexual organs. So are you big enough to handle the whole Jesus, or should you, like The King of Kings, take the easy way out and just show his feet?

KATZENBERG: The dialogue is helping. No resolution will come of this.

MCKENZIE: This is a dangerous job. Anything about Jesus is dangerous.

The discussion shifted to the screenplay. David Kirkpatrick asked their opinions of the depiction of Jesus’ relationship with his mother, Mary. McKenzie remarked that it was an aspect of the film that he did not like, but he also admitted that little is known of the relationship. Reuther acknowledged that the Gospel texts were contradictory on this point. On the one hand, she noted, there was a clear pattern of rejection by his family; on the other hand, there was another pattern of Mary’s showing her support of Christ. Jack Elliott also found the relationship puzzling, but John Cobb said he had no problem with it.

On the subject of the last temptation—the novel’s penultimate event and its most original story device—the participants’ responses were hearty and unanimous.

ELLIOTT: [The business of the last temptation] is the thing I liked about the whole book, and I think it’s done well in the script also. I would just hope that when that is filmed it remains very unclear to the audience that this is not the way the story really ends. The sense I got out of the book was, “Oh, my God, you mean Kazantzakis is telling us that he didn’t die on the cross and he ended up getting married?” He left me hanging till the very last page of the book. I think that if this thing is going to come across, it will have to do exactly the same thing.

REUTHER: You are going to have to feel that he really does escape.

KELLY: Yeah.

MCKENZIE: You have got to make this clear to the viewers who are, by that time, walking out of the theater!

ELLIOTT: I think that has got to be the winner in this thing because [otherwise] it is going to look absolutely sacrilegious and heretical.

MCKENZIE: Blasphemous.

ELLIOTT: And then what happens is that it is a dream, or it is an anxiety.

REUTHER: It is a temptation.

KATZENBERG: Again, I say to you, very much in Marty’s defense: he sees Jesus as an extraordinarily heroic character and a man, in the end, who makes the right choice. The right choice as the world wants him to make the right choice.

REUTHER: But only after having really canvassed the alternatives!

Kazantzakis’ concept of the last temptation was essentially a familial temptation, and if Scorsese’s film was to be true to this theme, sexuality would have to play a role. How large a role and exactly how it would be shown were the salient questions. Jesus’ encounter with Mary Magdalene in her brothel, they agreed, was a highly charged scene. Jack Elliott argued, however, that the point of the scene was not Jesus’ search for sexual pleasure, but rather the anxiety and indecision he was trying to resolve in himself.

Katzenberg and Kirkpatrick were keenly interested in knowing how much of the fantasized marital rapture between Jesus and the Magdalene should be shown on the screen. Rosemary Reuther voiced caution about showing their wedding night as a sex romp. At the same time, she said, it was important to put their sexual relationship “in the context of marriage and family so that becomes the predominant matter. . . . That is the choice he is making.”

COBB: But if there is a scene of Jesus and Magdalene on the bed, which really is sexually stimulating, that will just create tensions and upset people.

MCKENZIE: It will never go!

KATZENBERG: So what you are saying, I want to be real specific, you believe that having the two of them on the bed naked is a red flag that is inviting a reaction that doesn’t give the whole affair a fair hearing.

MCKENZIE: It will block out everything else.

During the last half hour, Katzenberg asked his guests if they saw problems with other aspects of the screenplay. They again expressed unease with the focus on Jesus’ struggles with his vision—what one called “an emotionally wavering and intellectually uncertain man.” The scholars noted that portraying Judas as Jesus’ close ally was clearly not the orthodox interpretation, but it wasn’t a liability either. Then their reactions to a key scene—the Last Supper—erupted in one unequivocal opinion:

ELLIOTT: That is gross. That was the most offensive thing in the script.

KELLY: Yes.

MCKENZIE: That’s gross to the max! [laughter]

KATZENBERG: Gross in a religious heretical sense, or because it is just a physically gross act? It was gross to me when I read it, and I am not looking at it from a religious or historical standpoint. I would find it gross in a stab-them-in-the-back “Friday the 13th” way.

ELLIOTT: A stereotypical critique of Christians for two thousand years is that they engage in cannibalism. They actually eat flesh, and that is underwriting that stereotype. When we talk about the Lord’s Supper we are talking about people eating flesh and drinking real blood. Now that is a mystery that is going on there. We don’t truly know what is taking place during the supper, and the script demystifies the moment.

REUTHER: I think one has to examine one’s theology of communion. I would certainly understand eating Jesus’ body and drinking his blood as entering into a common spirit with the whole community to come to the body of Christ. I would like to portray that in another way.

COBB: What the problem is here is that we are talking about our vision and not Kazantzakis’ vision. I don’t think that we have to offend so grossly, but you shouldn’t expect this script to reflect our view of communion. This is very Kazantzakis, he wants this to be gross. He wants to make the flesh fleshy, all the dripping blood and gore.

Despite their disagreements with the book and each other on a number of issues, the scholars agreed that the subject of Jesus’ temptations was legitimate, even long overdue, for artistic exploration. John Cobb told Katzenberg, “I will be troubled if this kind of criticism would stop you. When you ask certain types of questions, we try to answer them. . . . I think that this [film] is a very powerful statement about Jesus.”

Mary Pat Kelly briefed Scorsese by phone. She later met with him and Harry Ufland, presenting them with a transcript of the seminar tapes and the finding that the theologians did not consider the material blasphemous.99 The good feelings about the seminar reverberated up to the studio’s front office. Upon receiving his copy of the transcript, Michael Eisner wrote on the front cover in bold strokes: “I’m now convinced more than ever that we should be making this movie, and I will personally go up and accept the Academy Award.”100

JEFFREY KATZENBERG was less sanguine about the results of the seminar. Certain issues had been put to rest—for example, that it did not violate accepted doctrine to show Jesus as having been seriously tempted. But the seminar transcript was rife with cautions and warnings about how conservative Christians would react. On November 16 Scorsese and Katzenberg met to discuss the questions arising from the seminar. How would Scorsese show the last temptation? How much detail would go into the lovemaking between Mary Magdalene and Jesus? How would Scorsese treat the scenes in which Jesus rejects his mother? A note from the meeting betrayed Katzenberg’s concerns: “Marty realizes the incredible negative reaction the film has gotten on all fronts. . . . At this point [when Jesus rejects his mother] Jesus doesn’t believe anyone understands him. He is trapped, emotionally blinded by his torment. Because of the way it is played, the scene could be violently off-putting. Because of such adverse reactions, pay special attention to not make Jesus unlikable in this scene.”101

Katzenberg also worried about whether the film would look strange. One of Boris Leven’s sketches depicted a fateful meeting between Jesus and his apostles in a cave filled with blue light. As Jesus pulls his heart from his chest, drops of blood fall into a pool. The moonlight picks up the color of the blood and turns the whole cave red. Katzenberg thought the use of red, blue, and green gels would be too garish, distancing the audience from the film. He worried that the Lazarus and Last Supper scenes were too reminiscent of a horror film. Combined with the script’s emphasis on a psychologically over-wrought Jesus, were these elements making the film seem too dark? Would audiences embrace this Jesus as an extraordinarily heroic character?

If the film’s green light had turned to blinking yellow at the September 27 meeting, it now seemed to Scorsese that several traffic lights were flashing in a code he couldn’t comprehend. A sense of paranoia began to descend on the production. Scorsese would later tell a Washington Post reporter: “Living in Hollywood at the time was like living in a Kafka world. In the movie of ‘The Trial,’ they tell the hero, ‘I had lunch with the judge the other day, and he’s very interested in your case.’ And he said, ‘Really?’ ‘I might be able to have a hearing with him in the next three or four weeks. He’s very interested in your case.’ ‘Really? But when does it come up?’ ‘We don’t know. You have to wait.’ That’s the way it was trying to make this film. Katzenberg would tell me, ‘Listen, Marty, I just want you to know, Michael Eisner really wants this film made.’ And then a week later, Eisner would say, ‘Katzenberg is the one who’s really behind this picture.’ And then I’d hear, ‘Barry Diller is really behind you on this point. He wants this picture finished, he wants it done.’ And then I’d hear, ‘The only friend you have here is Michael Eisner.’ Every day, every half-hour, it would change.”

On Thanksgiving morning, Barry Diller called Scorsese and said he wanted to see him and Harry Ufland at eleven o’clock.102 At the appointed hour Scorsese and Ufland were shown into a small office where the Paramount chairman was getting ready to go on a skiing vacation. He chose his words carefully. The picture was going to be canceled, he told them. It wasn’t just one reason, it was a whole series of problems. There were the financial risks of shooting in Israel, but the parent company was also frustrated with the onslaught of letters. The picture had become too difficult for him to champion.103

Scorsese was devastated. Diller apologized for not telling him this two months into the project rather than making him spend a year of his life on it.

“I understand that you really have to feel for this subject matter,” Scorsese said to Diller.

“That’s right. I don’t feel the same way you do. I don’t feel enthusiastic enough to undergo all the problems I would have to undergo.”

Scorsese admitted that the production had gotten out of control. “We should have done this the European way, with a $7 million dollars budget.”

“Well, that’s different.”

Sensing an opening in Diller’s remark, Ufland asked whether he would reconsider if Scorsese trimmed four weeks off the shooting schedule and took no salary.

Reluctantly, Diller agreed to look at a restructured Last Temptation. They seemed to have their foot in the door again. It was difficult to tell from the company’s murky politics, however, whether the budget was the decisive issue, or if Diller was trying to deflect their attention from the situation he faced with Martin Davis.104 One thing was certain: with the protesters now intent on jamming Gulf + Western’s New York switchboard, Davis was tiring of the delay in canceling the film.105 Diller later said, “It appeared that we’d have to defend this movie from the moment filming started to the moment of release. It just didn’t seem worth it. Marty [Davis] made it known that he didn’t want the aggravation.”

That evening, Scorsese went to Brian de Palma’s home for Thanksgiving dinner. De Palma, who would tease Scorsese about Paramount always putting projects in turnaround, greeted him jovially at the door: “Well, have they put your picture in turnaround yet?”106 Scorsese, unwilling to say what happened that morning in Diller’s office, replied that it wasn’t.107 But the rumors broke publicly on December 7, in Frank Swertlow’s Los Angeles Herald-Examiner column: “How about this for razzle-dazzle? It looks as if Martin Scorsese’s ‘The Last Temptation of Christ’ is going into turnaround at Paramount. . . . Word has it from several high-level sources that the controversial portrait of an earthy Jesus Christ is not going to be given the go-ahead for a January shoot. The official word hasn’t even hit the production staff yet, one of whom assured Page 2, ‘The picture is definitely not in turnaround.’ ”108

For the next month Scorsese worked alone at a friend’s house, storyboarding and designing shots. Jay Cocks came to town in late November and the two of them checked into the Westwood Marquis Hotel to give the script a final polish. Scorsese also met regularly with Jon Avnet, who faced the unenviable task of bringing the budget down by 30 percent. Avnet recalled: “I had to basically gut everything that hadn’t already been gutted. . . . What I tried to do was get control of the production, which was, first, find out what Marty wanted to do and then make sure that it was being done. See if there were more economical ways of accomplishing what he wanted to accomplish.”109 One of the economizing concepts he came up with was that of a simultaneous second unit; under this plan, Scorsese would, in effect, supervise the first unit crew and a nearby second unit at the same time.110 Adding a second unit schedule of thirty-five days would enable all the principal photography to be finished in just fifty-five days, which, by Avnet’s estimates, would achieve deep cuts in locations and extras, as well as in set construction and redressing costs, all without sacrificing any quality in the shots that Scorsese wanted.

The simultaneous unit idea worked brilliantly on paper. For the first time the budget fell below $10 million, but it was not enough. Avnet and Hal Polaire scoured every line of the budget for more savings. Nothing was exempt, no item too small or too sacred. The cast budget was slashed by $400,000, some of it achieved in the reduced shooting period, the rest of it premised on renegotiating “poverty deals” with Quinn, Keitel, and Hershey. Avnet even planned to try to have the actors fly coach class to Israel. Postproduction was cut to thirty-two weeks, and the editing staff and salaries were reduced as well. “If necessary,” Avnet wrote to Katzenberg, “I will throw in my KEM and facilities at no charge, and if absolutely necessary, Marty will edit.”111

The film’s principals absorbed some of the pain, too. Scorsese would work only for the director’s fee he had already been paid, and Avnet estimated that he and Scorsese could save $100,000 in budgeted expenses while in Israel. Paul Schrader had $150,000 coming to him in the back end, which Avnet hoped could be deferred—like the front-end sacrifices being made by the actors, editors, Scorsese, and himself—until the picture became profitable. Avnet also proposed that Chartoff and Winkler’s exit settlement be renegotiated.

“In conclusion,” Avnet told Katzenberg in his December 19 letter, “I feel that Marty is clearly committed to this schedule emotionally as well as financially. We have twice gone over the new shooting schedule and I now have in my possession the majority of shots Marty has designed. This unprecedented preparation will pay off.”112

The new budget came to rest at what seemed to be an absolute floor—approximately $7.5 million. They had done what they told Diller they would do. They demonstrated, said Avnet, “that Marty was capable of doing an incredibly ambitious film in a completely controlled and unbelievably economical manner.”113 With the budget stabilized, Hal Polaire flew ahead to Israel, where a crew was already building village sets under the supervision of the production manager, Charlie Maguire. More than a hundred rooms were reserved for the cast and crew at the Laguna Dan Hotel in the Red Sea resort of Eilat.114 Scorsese, awaiting Paramount’s approval, was daily booking morning and evening flights to New York and Tel Aviv.

On December 23, Scorsese, Avnet, and Ufland were summoned to Jeffrey Katzenberg’s office. Diller and Eisner entered a few minutes later. Coming quickly to the point, Diller said simply, without going into any of the reasons, that the movie would not be made at Paramount.115

Undaunted, Scorsese launched into his gung-ho speech.116 He showed them the new budget and shooting schedule, the storyboards, shot lists, the sacrifices the actors and others had bought into. Even as they spoke, Aidan Quinn was flying to Israel. Everything was speeding toward the January 23 start date. It was all set to go. It just needed a yes.

And if they wanted, he would even direct the sequel to Paramount’s new teen hit, Flashdance.

Diller listened politely, but repeated that they were not going to make the picture. The executives, Avnet remembered, took no satisfaction in the decision. They were just as upset as the filmmakers that the ability to make the picture at Paramount was finally and irrevocably turned off.117

Scorsese turned to Harry Ufland and said, “Does this mean it’s a no?” Everyone in the room laughed in a sudden release of tension.118

He slumped back in his chair, trying to collect himself. Scorsese recalled, “I don’t know how many times I could have been told no. How many different ways I could have been told no. It was just cathartic for everyone, but I really meant it. ‘Does this really mean I can’t make the film?’ ”119

Said Avnet: “Subsequently I’ve seen other people be disappointed, but I’ve never seen anybody as upset as Marty. . . . It was very rough to see Marty like that. Obviously everybody there had been trying to support him, and here they are, basically right before Christmas, saying, No, you can’t go.”120

Normally the studio puts a project in turnaround before “hard costs” (wardrobe, sets, set decorations, props, and so forth) are assessed. But in Last Temptation’s case, the trigger was pulled at the last moment. Just over $2 million, including $650,000 in location costs, had already been spent.121 Jon Avnet urged Eisner and Katzenberg not to shut down the production. “If you stop funding it right now,” he said, “even if we set it up a week from now or two weeks from now, once you pull the plug, you can’t unplug it. If you release people from their commitments or you tear down the sets or you lose the crew, it’s tantamount to stopping it.”122

Eisner assured him that Paramount would continue to fund the production for at least two more weeks and absorb some of the costs so that they would not be tallied against the film.123 This beneficence, however, was a calculated move, aimed at increasing Paramount’s chances of recovering its investment.124

At that moment, however, the first priority was holding the actors in place. That morning, Mary Pat Kelly had flown out of Chicago in a blizzard to rendezvous with Aidan Quinn—who was flying to London from Dublin—for their El Al flight to Israel. Soon after her British Airways plane lifted off, Quinn’s agent tried to reach Kelly at her sister’s home in Chicago to tell her that she shouldn’t go to Israel because the project had been canceled. Meanwhile, Quinn was detained upon his arrival at London’s Heathrow Airport. In the wake of the previous week’s Irish Republican Army bombing of Harrod’s department store, which killed nine people (including four police officers), the actor aroused suspicion with his explanation that he was on his way to Israel to play Jesus. The questioning by police caused him to miss the El Al flight. Kelly, still unaware that the film had just been scuttled, flew on to Tel Aviv. She was met by a driver from the Last Temptation production office who also knew nothing of the cancellation. They waited at the airport for more than four hours. Finally they saw Aidan Quinn coming through customs, his exercise equipment in tow. “We’re delighted to see him,” said Kelly, “but he’s making a sign—like, ‘cut,’ it’s over, it’s off. It was canceled!”125

The crisis could not have come at a worse time, during the holiday season, when many studio officials were on vacation with their families. Nevertheless, Avnet and Ufland hastily set up meetings and made dozens of phone calls. Warner Bros. and Universal quickly passed on it,126 as did Twentieth Century Fox, although Jean-Louis Rubin, Fox’s head of international distribution, said he would front them $3.3 million for the foreign rights.127

“The scramble to find a new home for ‘Last Temptation’ is especially awkward because no one wants to say no to Scorsese,” reported Michael London on January 6 in the Los Angeles Times.128 Ufland acknowledged the difficulty of reading people’s reactions: “Most of them would not really put their feelings in writing, other than to say, Marty is brilliant, everybody’s brilliant, the world is brilliant, but we’re not going to make it.”129 But in off-the-record comments, studio officials said they were wary of the film’s purported high price as well as the religious opposition then being reported in newspaper stories.130

Their studio contacts exhausted, Avnet and Ufland began talking to independent companies. David Puttnam, who received the script in late December, telexed Ufland to say that his company, Goldcrest Films, could not make any commitments until new funding was received in March.131 Scripts were sent to Bob Rehme, who had just settled at New World Pictures after a stint as head of Universal, and Douglas Rae of Handmade Films; neither of them could move on it as quickly as the situation demanded. Reports bubbled up that Cannon Films, known for its hard-action and ninja movies, was offered Last Temptation, but Ufland told the Los Angeles Times that the stories were a “plant” intended to boost Cannon’s reputation.132

Day by day the reprieve played out to its endgame. Paramount continued to fund the production office in Tel Aviv through the second week of January (the film’s accumulated costs now topped $3 million). Aidan Quinn and Mary Pat Kelly spent Christmas Eve in Bethlehem and then drove in a rented car to the Lebanese border, passing burnt-out tanks left behind from the 1982 invasion. They traveled to all the locations that were to be used in the movie. They visited the Mount of the Beatitudes and waded in the Sea of Galilee, picking up tiles that seemed to have ancient symbols engraved in them. Finally, Quinn came down with food poisoning and flew back to the United States.133 It was time for Paramount to unplug.

The evening of January 12, Avnet called Hal Polaire and instructed him to shutter The Last Temptation of Christ.134 Over the next several days the sets were struck. Eventually, most of the costumes, set dressings, and props were routed to Paramount’s other religious picture, King David, which was due to start shooting in Italy that spring.135

For Martin Scorsese, the shutdown was an aftershock of a trauma that had been months in the making. All along he’d felt he was being guided by God to make The Last Temptation of Christ.136 The film, Scorsese wrote in “In the Streets,” was his attempt to use the movie screen as a pulpit, “to get the message out about practicing the basic concepts of Christianity: to love God and to love your neighbor as yourself.”137 The hubris of this mission was ultimately as insupportable as it was magnificent. He refused to blame Katzenberg, Eisner, or even Diller for denying him the pulpit. Instead, he inspected his own actions to see if he had a hand in what happened. Maybe he had been too stubborn, maybe he’d taken when he should have given—because, he said, “there’s a fine line between arrogance and sticking to your guns on certain things.”138

Above all, Scorsese vowed that he could never again let the film be encumbered by the machine of Hollywood. As he looked back on the months of preparation, he realized that the time had not been wasted. He had in fact found the way to make The Last Temptation of Christ.139 It would have to be done more simply, the way the Italian neorealist films were made, with the freedom of action that only a low budget can provide.

To outside observers, Last Temptation’s collapse was a minor perturbation at the end of Paramount Pictures’ highest-performing year under the Diller-Eisner regime. The studio scored big hits in each of the first three quarters of 1983—48 Hours, Flashdance, and Trading Places, respectively—and another unexpectedly high-grossing movie, Terms of Endearment, emerged as the leading contender for major Academy Awards.140 This level of success seemed due, at least in part, to the uncommon stability of its top management. We now know, of course, that this appearance was deceptive. The turmoil that set in soon after Martin Davis assumed the job of Gulf + Western chairman broke dramatically to the surface in September 1984 when, in a span of three weeks, Barry Diller left to become chairman and chief executive at Twentieth Century Fox; then Michael Eisner departed to become chairman and CEO of the Walt Disney Company; and finally Jeffrey Katzenberg also moved to Disney to head its motion picture division.

The events that led to this realignment constitute one of the most familiar tales of executive intrigue in entertainment history. What has gone unwritten—though not undiscussed—is Last Temptation’s role in the deteriorating relationships between Martin Davis and Paramount’s senior executives. The picture’s budget, casting, and script problems—and most of all, the protests and the effect they had on its exhibition prospects—were indisputably major factors in the cancellation. But many insiders believe the last straw came when Davis inserted himself in the decision-making loop.141 Jon Avnet, who joined the project near the apogee of its troubles, put it this way: “Not many people say no to Michael Eisner, Barry Diller, Jeff Katzenberg in their own studio very often. This is not something that they wanted to do. This is something that, from where I sat, appeared to be foisted upon them.”142 Within a year of the cancellation, Paul Schrader encountered Eisner on a cross-country flight. At first, Eisner told Schrader, the new management at Gulf + Western had given him carte blanche to pick and develop pictures. Even though Eisner had been wooed by a number of studios, he never took the opportunities seriously—not, that is, until he was overridden on the Scorsese project. “That’s when I started thinking about these other offers,” Eisner said.143

In David Kirkpatrick’s view of the matter, Last Temptation “changed the face of Hollywood because Martin Davis ultimately got his way. . . . Within six months, Barry Diller and Michael Eisner and Jeff Katzenberg had all left the studio. Michael went and regenerated Disney, which has become one of the largest media giants in the world, in no small part due to Mr. Katzenberg. And Mr. Diller went and ran Fox. So in that sense, had Last Temptation not have happened, or not happened at Paramount, Michael Eisner may have never gotten into the kinds of issues with Marty Davis that chose Frank Mancuso to be the successor to Paramount as opposed to Michael Eisner. You know, it’s never one thing. It’s always the weave of things that defines anybody’s life, but I think from the standpoint of the corporate life of Disney, it may not actually exist in the way we know it today had it not been for The Last Temptation of Christ.”144

If the decision staggered Scorsese and Paramount’s executive corps, it was cause for relief and jubilation among the film’s opponents. The Sisters of Mary were apparently content to stay quiet about their role. The National Federation of Decency, however, was not shy about taking credit for tripping up Last Temptation. An NFD spokesman told Christianity Today in early 1984 that he was pleased with the outcome, adding that the Kazantzakis book was “blasphemous from beginning to end.”145 Donald Wildmon himself boasted in his autobiography that the NFD’s organizing efforts produced a “massive outcry of protest—phone calls, postcards, letters and more,” that led Paramount to abandon the film.146

During the 1970s and early 1980s, the motion picture industry had largely managed to escape the gun sights of the cultural conservatives’ campaigns against the media. Network television and pornography were considered far more serious threats to the nation’s moral fiber. But after only a few months of intensive petitioning by tens of thousands of Americans, Paramount’s executives found themselves stumbling into coils of ideological razor wire. With the right film—a film unlike any other in the significance of its subject matter and the extremity of its depiction—and with the right political climate, activists found they could create a protest so fevered it could bend, or break, the will of top management. The rules of engagement had changed almost overnight. Until the studios figured out how to defend themselves, high-risk projects would be subjected to special scrutiny, and Scorsese’s film would be out in the cold.
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