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Michael in Sicily.
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THE FILM’S OPENING SCENES, at Connie and Carlo’s wedding, set the key for the trilogy: Family comes first.
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INTRODUCTION

“America has made my fortune”

Fifty years after The Godfather was born, it continues to echo majestically through the world—a peerless tale and a parable for our nation
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THE GODFATHER IS AN unapologetic Mafia gangster movie, you bet, but it’s also one about dreams.

WHAT DO YOU THINK OF when you think of The Godfather? Is it Marlon Brando as Don Vito Corleone, tuxedoed on his daughter’s wedding day, red rose pinned to his lapel, stroking his jowls with the back of his fingers as he says, in a strangulated voice at once tender and menacing, “I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse”?

Maybe it’s another line—“Leave the gun. Take the cannoli,” or “Luca Brasi sleeps with the fishes”—that people still recite all over the world like secular prayers.

Or perhaps in memory, as on the movie screen, the music arrives first. The Godfather opens with that sad trumpet of “The Godfather Waltz,” composed by Nino Rota and played by Sidney Lazar, a trumpeter with the Paramount Pictures Scoring Stage who blew his horn through High Noon and The Ten Commandments. Which is as it should be, as The Godfather is part Western shoot-’em-up, part Old Testament epic. 

Later, Frank Sinatra’s guitarist, Al Viola, plays a mournful mandolin that instantly evokes Sicily in the minds of millions who have never been there. This music contains multitudes: beauty and violence, baptism and murder, the perfect complement to a wedding, an execution, or a spaghetti sauce commercial.

It’s also altogether possible that for you, the Godfather that first comes to mind isn’t a movie at all, but the novel by Mario Puzo, the great wellspring of the film trilogy and “The All-Time Bestselling Novel in Publishing History,” as the paperback cover boasts. The cover’s iconic black-and-white aesthetic, as designed by S. Neil Fujita, bears a font (and a marionettist’s hand pulling strings) that endures as a typographical evocation of dread even now, 50 years after The Godfather was first published, on March 10, 1969—to mixed reviews and instantaneous worldwide success.

All these kaleidoscopic associations, of sound, picture, and print, leave The Godfather echoing in the culture a half century after it came to life. The story told by Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola is Shakespearean in scope and beauty, and is likely to last for as long as film and print survive. Its themes—of virtue and vice, loyalty and betrayal, family and country, the murder of a brother and the death of a child—have a Biblical permanence. 

The Godfather’s leitmotif, from which it seldom strays, is America. The movies were shot on location in the nation’s id: New York, Hollywood, Las Vegas, Miami. The very first words of the novel are “Amerigo Bonasera,” the name of a supplicant addressing the Godfather. The Godfather himself emigrated from Sicily as a boy, his name blithely changed at Ellis Island from Andolini to Corleone, when an immigration officer uses the boy’s Sicilian hometown for his surname. “I believe in America,” says Amerigo, an undertaker, in the first words of the first Godfather film, which takes place in the late 1940s and early ’50s. “America has made my fortune.”

In The Godfather: Part II, when young Vito Corleone hoists the sign for the Genco Importing Co. on Mott Street in Little Italy—purveyors of olive oil and cheese—his friend Geneco Abbandando tells him: “Whaddya think? God bless America. We’re gonna make it a big business.” (They make it a big business, all right—the Corleones and Paramount Pictures.) In The Godfather: Part III, which opens in 1979, Vincent Mancini (Andy Garcia) shows that old Genco storefront to Mary Corleone (Sofia Coppola) and says, “That’s where our grandfather got his start. Started as a delivery boy making three bucks a week. Three years later he owned the company.” To which Mary says, echoing the fright-wigged fight promoter Don King, “Only in America.”

Only in America. Michael Corleone appears to be assimilating into American life at the start of The Godfather: attending Dartmouth, serving in the United States Marine Corps in World War II and wooing the WASPy Kay Adams, while promising her that he will become a legitimate businessman. Of course, the family empire he takes over is built on violence and theft and other forms of criminality, all of which have parallels in the American experience. 

When Paulie Gatto is executed by Rocco Lampone in the front of a black Packard Super Eight in Liberty State Park while Peter Clemenza relieves himself by the side of the road, the Statue of Liberty stands in the distance with her back turned, as if to maintain plausible deniability. Lampone is then instructed to leave the gun and take the cannoli. The second half of that line was ad-libbed by actor Richard Castellano, and is what everybody remembers nearly five decades later. But the scene, and the films, are much more about Lady Liberty looking the other way. Think of Hyman Roth, in The Godfather: Part II, watching the USC–Notre Dame football game on TV in Miami when Michael Corleone comes to visit: “I enjoy watching football in the afternoon,” Roth says. “One of the things I love about this country. Baseball too. I’ve loved baseball ever since Arnold Rothstein fixed the World Series in 1919.”

Later, in Havana, just before Fidel Castro seizes power in the Cuban Revolution, Roth says of organized crime, “Michael, we’re bigger than U.S. Steel.”

The Godfather, in its own way, became bigger than U.S. Steel. It is an American industry unto itself. The Godfather made the Mob movie a bankable genre; it popularized a language of the Mob. Its music and suits and accents and look have become a staple of costume parties and Halloween getups and even spawned a restaurant chain called Godfather’s Pizza. It has been parodied endlessly—perhaps most memorably on Saturday Night Live by John Belushi playing Marlon Brando playing Vito Corleone, opposite Elliott Gould as a group therapist: “When we left off at last week’s session, Vito was telling us about his feelings toward the Tattaglia family. Vito?”

The Godfather’s influence can be seen in screen classics from Scarface to Goodfellas to The Sopranos. The principal actors—Brando, Al Pacino, Robert Duvall, Robert De Niro, Diane Keaton, James Caan, and Talia Shire—along with director Coppola, Shire’s brother, went on to create more enduring film classics than probably any other cast assembled in one film franchise. And this empire was built on words written by a first-generation American whose parents emigrated from Italy unable to read or write. “I am another great Italian success story,” Puzo would declare. “Not as great as DiMaggio or Sinatra but quite enough.”

The truth is, the author—like both Joltin’ Joe and Old Blue Eyes—was a great American success story. Of Mario Puzo, it is fair to say: America made his fortune.
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For a young Vito Corleone, that meant setting sail to a faraway land and starting a new life. 
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THE CREATORS, MARIO PUZO, LEFT, and Francis Ford Coppola, on the set of The Godfather in 1972. While Puzo’s book had sold well, there was certainly no guarantee that The Godfather as a movie would also be a hit. 


CHAPTER ONE

The Father of the Godfather

He agreed to write about the Mafia because he needed money. And after years of research, Mario Puzo delivered the book that changed popular culture, and his life
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Mario Puzo at his desk in Hollywood in 1970, a year after his book debuted.

His book The Godfather would sell 30 million copies (and counting), and its first screen adaptation remains among the most acclaimed and imitated films of all time, winner of the Oscar for Best Picture and best adapted screenplay. The movie that followed it—The Godfather: Part II—eclipsed its predecessor, the first sequel to win the Academy Award for Best Picture (and again for best adapted screenplay), and like the original is on the American Film Institute’s list of 100 greatest movies. 

In another AFI list, one line from the novel that made it into the Godfather screenplay—“I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse,” uttered by Marlon Brando—ranks as the second-greatest movie quote of all time, one spot behind “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn” from Gone with the Wind, and one spot ahead of “I coulda been a contender,” also spoken by Brando, in On the Waterfront.

And yet Mario Puzo, author of the books, coiner of famous phrases and co-writer of those towering Godfather films, came from the first generation of Puzos who could read, never mind write. As he once observed, “My direct ancestors for a thousand years have most probably been illiterate.”

Antonio and Maria Puzo emigrated from near Naples, Italy, to New York City at the dawn of the 20th century, like so many others before them. Their son Mario Gianluigi Puzo, was born on October 15, 1920, into the Italian-immigrant slums of Hell’s Kitchen. The Puzos lived in a gaslit apartment in a tenement on 10th Avenue near 30th Street, overlooking the railyards of the New York Central Railroad, where Antonio worked as a trackman before abandoning his family when Mario was 12. At 16, the boy announced his intention of becoming a great writer. Maria was raising seven children on her own, providing as best she could in their hardscrabble neighborhood. His mother “was a wonderful, handsome woman,” Mario would later write, “but a fairly ruthless person.” 

It was not Antonio or any other man in the neighborhood, but rather Maria—“wonderful” and “ruthless,” loyal and brutal—who inspired Puzo’s conception of Vito Corleone, the Godfather in The Godfather. “Whenever the Godfather opened his mouth, in my own mind I heard the voice of my mother,” wrote Puzo. His mother couldn’t read. The timeless story that would make him rich and famous, that is now a fountainhead of popular culture, was animated, as Puzo said, by an “illiterate peasant.” 

In writing The Godfather, Puzo had a simple intention: “I wrote it to make money,” he confessed. In the first 15 years of his writing career, after serving as an Army corporal during World War II and attending the New School and Columbia University, he wrote freelance magazine articles, borrowed money from one of his brothers, and unsuccessfully sought his fortune in casinos and with bookmakers. Puzo’s first two novels, published 10 years apart, brought him literary praise, deepening obscurity and the grand sum of $6,500. The second of those novels, The Fortunate Pilgrim (1965), was an immigrant’s tale with a minor character who was a Mob boss. 

“The editors didn’t like the idea behind my next novel,” he wrote in a 1972 memoir called The Godfather Papers. “It sounded like another loser. One editor wistfully remarked that if Fortunate Pilgrim had only had a little more of that Mafia stuff in it maybe the book would have made money. I was 45 years old and I . . . owed $20,000 to relatives, finance companies, banks, and assorted bookmakers and shylocks. It was really time to grow up and sell out as Lenny Bruce once advised. So I told my editors okay, I’ll write a book about the Mafia.” His 10-page outline was rejected. Puzo, raising five children while writing stories for an adventure magazine, finally sold the proposal to G.P. Putnam’s Sons. His future commercial blockbuster attracted an advance of $5,000.

It took him three years to write, during which time Puzo haunted libraries, not Mafia social clubs. He never met a gangster in his life, Puzo claimed: “I’m ashamed to admit I wrote The Godfather entirely from research.” When he had completed roughly 50 to 100 pages of a book then called Mafia, he walked into the office of Robert Evans, head of worldwide production at Paramount, and asked for an advance on the manuscript in progress. Evans gave him $12,500 for an option on the book, and promised $50,000 if it were ever made into a film. (Evans has also recalled, paradoxically, that there was a bidding war, and that Burt Lancaster wanted to buy the book and play Don Vito Corleone. The making of The Godfather has spawned almost as many legends as The Godfather itself has.)

When Puzo delivered a finished draft of the novel in July 1968, he did so primarily to get the $1,200 that had been withheld by Putnam’s as incentive to complete the book. Puzo needed the money, having promised to take his family that summer on vacation to Europe, where they visited England, Germany, and the casinos of the French Riviera. On their return, Puzo arrived home on Long Island to find an $8,000 American Express bill and the news that Putnam’s had already sold the paperback rights to The Godfather for an astonishing amount of money. His family—his mother, siblings, and wife—literally could not believe the sum. His mother repeatedly congratulated him on getting $41,000, and it took some time to convince her that in fact he had received a then-record windfall of $410,000.

Upon its publication in March of 1969, the book—Puzo had by then changed the novel’s title to The Godfather—was an instant sensation, effectively critic-proof. Puzo, though press-shy and somewhat reclusive, had become an overnight sensation. He was 48 years old.

Reviews of the book were sometimes derisive but more often rapturous. “The Godfather is an epic of crime, sung in the plain idiom of the streets,” wrote Washington Post book review editor Geoffrey Wolff. “It is a blunt novel, wonderfully entertaining and, for the most part, skillfully wrought.”

The book vaulted to the top of the best-seller list precisely because The Godfather was filled with sex and violence and an apparent insider’s knowledge of La Costa Nostra. On its publication, The Godfather sparred for sales and attention with another sensational novel, Portnoy’s Complaint, Philip Roth’s comic tour de force about Jewish mothers and onanism. “What Roth has done for masturbation,” the journalist Dick Schaap wrote in the New York Times, “Puzo has done for murder.” Schaap—like most reviewers—found irresistible The Godfather’s portrait of an underworld previously unfamiliar to most readers, even though he also suggested the book was corny and overdramatic, with “an almost total absence of humor.” The Observer in London was typical in its left-handed praise. “The Godfather,” its reviewer wrote, “is by no means a terrible book.” 

Readers, powerless to put it down, agreed. The book would remain on the Times best-seller list for 67 consecutive weeks and go on to sell tens of millions of copies in more than 17 languages, including Italian, so that the Italian film posters would later boast of Marlon Brando in Il Padrino.

When it appeared in paperback, in a lucrative deal from Fawcett, The Godfather did so not with a critic’s blurb but rather that insuperable cover slug: “The All-Time Bestselling Novel in Publishing History.” Whether or not this was true had become, by then, immaterial. The Godfather was beloved.

“The book got better reviews than I expected,” Puzo would recall in his memoir. “I wished like hell I’d written it better. I like the book. It has energy and I lucked out by creating a central character that was popularly accepted as genuinely mythic. But I wrote below my gifts in that book.”

Fortunately for him—and for legions of fans—Puzo would have a second chance to write The Godfather, this time as a screenplay.
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ESCAPING WIDESPREAD poverty, some two million Italians found their way to the United States in the first decade of the 20th century; here, in Naples during that time, locals lined up on a pier. Many passengers bound for the New World caught rides on steamships such as La Veloce (seen on an 1889 poster, following), which provided a fast trip (back then, anyway) from Genoa through Naples to South America and, finally, to New York.
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PUZO’S BREAKTHROUGH novel has sold an estimated 30 million copies since 1969, ranking as one of the best-selling American fiction works of all time. A native New Yorker, Puzo took tremendous inspiration for the book from his hometown streets, such as Mott Street in lower Manhattan, shown here circa 1905. 
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THE STEREOTYPICAL IMAGE of a Hollywood executive is epitomized by Robert Evans, who played the part and delivered results.
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From the late ’60s through the ’80s Evans was involved with such hits as Rosemary’s Baby, Love Story, Chinatown, and, of course, the Godfather movies, dazzling crowds all over the world. That dazzling, of course, wouldn’t have happened if Puzo (seen here at Paramount, in 1970) hadn’t dreamed it all up. 


CHAPTER TWO

The Godfather Goes to the Movies

With an extraordinary cast, a screenplay rich in memorable lines, and Francis Ford Coppola’s direction, Mario Puzo’s story changed cinema forever
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Al Pacino, Marlon Brando, James Caan, and John Cazale during filming.

Paramount Pictures had tried once before to make a movie about the Mafia—but The Brotherhood, starring Kirk Douglas, bombed so badly following its opening in 1968 that the studio only reluctantly agreed to release another film in the same genre four years later, with a modest budget. The studio wanted to set The Godfather in the then present day, the early 1970s, to keep costs under $2 million. For these and other reasons, as many as a dozen directors declined to take it on.

Warren Beatty has said he passed on the invitation of Charles Bluhdorn—chairman of Gulf & Western, parent company of Paramount—to direct and star in the movie because he’d just done Bonnie and Clyde and didn’t want to make another gangster picture. Bonnie and Clyde director Arthur Penn as well as Elia Kazan (On the Waterfront) and Peter Yates (Bullitt) were among the directors who declined. “Some very famous directors turned The Godfather down because it offended their social consciences,” Mario Puzo wrote, “because it ‘glorified the Mafia and criminals.’” Although Greek director Costa-Gavras praised The Godfather as an indictment of American capitalism, he also passed.

When Paramount executive Peter Bart suggested 31-year-old director Francis Ford Coppola, it was primarily because Coppola was young and Italian and willing to work with a small budget. It didn’t hurt that Coppola’s independent studio, American Zoetrope, was in debt. Like Puzo, Coppola needed the money. The two men turned to The Godfather to get themselves out of debt

When Coppola was a child living in Queens, New York, his father, Carmine, conducted music for Broadway touring companies. At nine, Francis contracted polio and was confined to bed for a year. He created his own puppet shows to pass the time. “I am sure that from those shows came the idea of my own studio,” he told Lillian Ross in The New Yorker in 1982. Coppola studied theater at Hofstra University and film at UCLA and wrote and directed his first feature, Dementia 13, for the B-movie king Roger Corman, in 1963. Eight years later, the screenplay he co-wrote for Patton won him an Oscar and attracted the notice of the film world. It was all enough for Paramount to follow Bart’s suggestion and hire Coppola as director for The Godfather.

Soon afterward, Puzo and Coppola, went to work on the screenplay that Puzo had been writing and rewriting for months in a suite at the Beverly Hills Hotel. 

Both men wanted Marlon Brando to play the title role of Vito Corleone. Paramount executives, however, were adamantly opposed. “Every time [Coppola] mentioned Brando’s name,” James Caan recalled, “one of the executives said, ‘If you mention his name again, you’re out.’”

In fact, Coppola was told by Paramount executives that Brando would make the film less appealing at the box office than if a total unknown were cast in the role. Nearly two decades removed from some of his greatest successes—The Wild One, A Streetcar Named Desire, and On the Waterfront—Brando was now making films like The Night of the Following Day, playing a kidnapper, and Burn!, in which he is a mercenary. Both films had crashed at the box office.

Frank Sinatra reportedly ran into Coppola and offered to play Vito Corleone, despite the fact that he loathed the novel, in which the violent, mobbed-up singer Johnny Fontane was widely presumed to have been based on Old Blue Eyes. The singer also famously ran into Puzo in a Hollywood restaurant and said he would beat the hell out of him if he—Puzo—weren’t so much older than the Chairman. “I was a kid when he was singing at the Paramount,” Puzo would write, “but okay, he looked 20 years younger.” Al Martino would play Fontane after singer Vic Damone accepted the role and then backed out, citing concerns about its portrayal of Italian Americans.

For a time, the actor and nightclub comedian Danny Thomas was the leading candidate to play Vito Corleone, despite Coppola and Puzo insisting that Italian and Italian American actors would lend the film verisimilitude. (Recall that Kirk Douglas, who was the son of Russian-Jewish immigrants, had starred in the ill-fated The Brotherhood.) Thomas was not Italian either. He was born Amos Muzyad Yakhoob Kairouz to Lebanese immigrants. But he could be relied on to show up for work and not cause costly production delays. The same could not be said of the temperamental Brando, who had been famously difficult on the set of 1962’s Mutiny on the Bounty.

Coppola recalled Robert Evans, head of worldwide production at Paramount, saying: “As president of Paramount Pictures, Marlon Brando will never appear in this motion picture.” Evans, though, eventually relented—slightly—demanding three conditions that Brando would have to agree to: doing a screen test, receiving no salary, and putting up a bond to ensure that his famous eccentricities would not cause delays in production. (In the end, Brando needed to meet only the first condition.)

To avoid asking Brando to do a screen test, Coppola told him he simply needed to perform a routine “makeup test” in Brando’s Beverly Hills home. Coppola and his assistants arrived and set up early one morning. When the great man emerged from his bedroom in a Japanese robe and saw the Italian cheese and cigars Coppola had brought as props, he began to transform before the director’s eyes. He gathered his long blond hair in a ponytail and darkened it with shoe polish; he stuffed Kleenex in his cheeks to create jowls. He saw the character, Vito Corleone, as a bulldog in human form. 

When Brando opened his mouth to speak, a rasp emerged. He talked about a backstory in which Corleone had been shot in the throat. And thus Brando became the Godfather even before makeup artist Dick Smith (The Exorcist, Taxi Driver) worked his own Hollywood magic on the actor. Brando was in his mid-forties at the time. He looked 25 years older. During that screen test, his home phone rang and Brando answered it as the Godfather. “It [was] remarkable to watch,” said Coppola, decades later.

On the strength of that test, Brando got the job. (He eventually received $250,000 for the role and a percentage of the back end that reportedly earned him $2 million. He would read his lines from cue cards or—in at least one exterior scene—a kind of giant cue billboard, just out of frame.

The other essential role in the film is Vito’s son Michael. “When I read The Godfather, whenever I would see the character of Michael, I saw Al’s face,” Coppola said. Pacino had gotten rave reviews on stage in New York, winning an Obie Award in The Indian Wants the Bronx, with John Cazale, who would be cast in The Godfather as Michael’s older brother Fredo Corleone. Pacino had also won a Tony for the drama Does a Tiger Wear a Necktie, which led to his first starring film role, as a heroin addict in The Panic in Needle Park. But despite Coppola’s preference, Paramount wanted a movie star. 

Among the names floated for Michael were the decidedly non-Italian Ryan O’Neal, of Love Story, and Robert Redford, with whom producer Albert S. Ruddy had recently finished a film called Little Fauss and Big Halsy. Unhappy with Pacino’s screen tests, and thinking him too short to play the future don—Evans reportedly referred to the five-foot-seven actor as “the midget”—Paramount pressed Coppola to test James Caan as Michael. Martin Sheen was also screen-tested. Jack Nicholson and Warren Beatty were considered for the role. And even Pacino thought himself wrong for Michael and felt he would be better in the role of Sonny, his older brother. 

“I thought [Coppola was] out of his mind,” Pacino told host James Lipton on Inside the Actors Studio. “What did I know? I knew what the studio knew. Why use me? Why would I be that part?” As Pacino put it: “Even I didn’t want me.”

Others did. Marcia Lucas, who edited the innumerable screen tests together for Coppola, favored Pacino. “He undresses you with his eyes,” she told Coppola. She had a sense for these things. Her husband was director George Lucas, cofounder with Coppola of American Zoetrope. Lucas even shot a short sequence for The Godfather: the montage of newspaper headlines when the Corleone family gets ready to go to war.

Like Marcia Lucas, Coppola strongly favored the 30-year-old Pacino, but Paramount wasn’t seeing what the director saw. “Francis, I must say you’re alone in this,” Evans told him. Charles Bluhdorn suggested Charles Bronson, who would become famous for the Death Wish franchise. Bronson was nearly 50 at the time. Rod Steiger’s agent phoned Puzo, pushing her client for Michael. Steiger was in his 40s. Michael, at the start of the film, is 25.

Diane Keaton, then 24, had already been cast as Kay, the all-American girl Michael had met at Dartmouth. Keaton recalled at a cast reunion at the 2017 Tribeca Film Festival: “I always thought I was the most outsider, weird person in the movie, and ‘Why was I cast in it?’ and I had no voice. But then I had a couple of good scenes with Al.” She told Coppola she favored Pacino to play Michael. Ultimately, Pacino said, eight dramatic minutes from his film The Panic in Needle Park persuaded the naysayers to give him a chance. It was that footage—along with the endorsements of Coppola and Keaton and Puzo—that prevailed with the studio.

James Caan was born in the Bronx and raised in Queens; he later attended Hofstra with Coppola. Caan, whose Jewish parents had emigrated from Germany, tested well, not only for Michael but also for Tom Hagen and the volatile Sonny, the role he would eventually win over many other actors. This list included a young man named Robert De Niro, who did his Sonny screen test—“You get his brains all over your nice new Ivy League suit!”—with his long hair pulled up under a porkpie hat. At the end of the scene, De Niro breaks character and laughs, evidently at his own baby-faced portrayal of this grizzled tough guy.

There was no such self-consciousness from Robert Duvall, who had already appeared in several classics—including To Kill a Mockingbird, True Grit, Bullitt, and M*A*S*H—by the time he signed on to play Tom Hagen, a character who was essentially adopted by the Corleones as a boy, and became the lawyer and consigliere to Vito. Conspicuous among the other characters, Hagen is of German-Irish descent, a lineage revealed in the memorable scene on the back lot of the fictional Woltz International Pictures. Hagen has flown from New York to L.A. to persuade studio boss Jack Woltz to put family friend Johnny Fontane “in that new war film you’re starting next week.”

“Are you trying to muscle me?” Woltz says, pointing a finger at Hagen’s chest. “Now listen to me, you smooth-talking son of a bitch! Let me lay it on the line for you and your boss, whoever he is. Johnny Fontane will never get that movie. I don’t care how many dago guinea wop greaseball goombahs come outta the woodwork.”

“I’m German-Irish,” Hagen replies.

“Well let me tell you something, my kraut-mick friend,” Woltz says. “I’m gonna make so much trouble for you, you won’t know what hit you.”

Before Coppola shot a frame of film, a group calling itself the Italian American Civil Rights League—formed to protest negative Italian stereotypes, but founded by Joseph Colombo, a member of one the Five Families of organized crime in New York—announced its opposition to The Godfather. Producer Albert Ruddy (also the man behind Hogan’s Heroes) met with Colombo at the Park Sheraton Hotel in Manhattan and agreed that the terms Mafia and Cosa Nostra would not be used in the film. In exchange, the film production would get the cooperation and protection of Colombo and his associates. James Caan studied the mannerisms of various capos who hung around the set. Life and art began to imitate each other.

Though the Corleone compound is set on Long Island, the filming location was on Longfellow Avenue on Staten Island, near the childhood home of Gianni Russo, who plays Carlo Rizzi, the rash groom marrying Connie Corleone. The film begins with their wedding. It is not destined to be a happy one. Connie is played by the director’s sister, and some of the wedding music was composed by his father, Carmine, who later in the film portrays a diner at Louis Italian-American Restaurant. Coppola’s mother, daughter, and sons appear in The Godfather, as well. In the script and on the set: Don’t ever take sides with anyone against the family. When the Corleones go to the mattresses, the scene is accompanied by Carmine Coppola on piano. 

Many other small roles in The Godfather were made large by men and women unrelated to Coppola. Among those hanging around the set was Lenny Montana, a former professional wrestler turned enforcer for the Colombos. The beefy middle-aged Montana was drafted into the movie itself. He sat around the production, nervously trying to memorize his lines. Coppola was so taken by Montana’s struggle that the director told him to use it in the film. And so the Mob bodyguard Luca Brasi, played by Montana, is seen rehearsing his message of gratitude to the Godfather while sitting outside his office on Connie Corleone’s wedding day.

Fresh off his role as Ali MacGraw’s father in Love Story, John Marley had been cast as Jack Woltz, the mogul who berates Tom Hagen. Due to his resistance, Woltz finds the severed head of his beloved racehorse in his bed, next to the nightstand where he keeps his Oscar, in his palatial Beverly Hills estate. In real life, the house once belonged to William Randolph Hearst. It was a real horse’s head, too, courtesy of a dog food company, shipped in dry ice in a packing crate from New Jersey to Los Angeles. (Animal protection rules were not formally codified in the Producer–Screen Actors Guild Agreement until 1980.) The name of the doomed horse was Khartoum. The British general Charles Gordon was decapitated during the Siege of Khartoum in 1885, a detail lost on most of the audience.

Weeks into shooting, Pacino was still not confident he was up to the task of playing Michael, and feared—justifiably—that he’d be replaced. “I’m still wondering why I wasn’t,” he said decades later on Inside the Actors Studio. Pacino was appropriately muted in his early scenes, but would have to conjure the ruthless nature required of his character as Michael transforms from Marine to murderer. To aid him in this process, and to persuade studio bosses that Pacino was still right for the role, Coppola moved up the filming of the scene in which Michael executes the crooked police captain Mark McCluskey and the Tattaglia family member Virgil “the Turk” Sollozzo at Louis Restaurant, where the men’s room has a toilet tank mounted high on the wall, providing a place where a gun can be hidden for Michael. 

“Michael was a difficult character in that he starts one way and transitions to another,” Pacino recalled, and in this scene, that transition was made stark and convincing. Pacino was eminently up to the role. His fears proved unfounded.

The film’s violence, as exhibited in that famous scene, is propulsive and dynamic. Moe Greene, who had built Las Vegas as a desert stopover for GIs on their way to the West Coast—he was modeled after real-life mobster Bugsy Siegel—is shot through the eye while getting a massage. When Sonny beats his brother-in-law, Carlo Rizzi, for his violence against Connie, the assault is almost orchestral. Sonny hits Carlo with his fists, his feet, his knee, a steel trash can, and Carlo’s own shoe. He bites Carlo’s fingers and—like the cymbal crash at the end of a symphony—pounds him with the lid of the trash can. All this is done in front of the neighbors, a Rheingold Beer truck in the background and a sidewalk fire hydrant spraying like the fountain of Diana in Syracuse, Sicily.

Of course, Sonny has his own violent reckoning. “They shot Sonny on the causeway,” Hagen tells Vito. “He’s dead.” At this, the Godfather’s face appears to melt in grief and then recompose itself, a remarkable moment from Brando. Sonny’s execution was filmed at an old airfield on Long Island, whose most famous previous character caught on film was Babe Ruth, catching a baseball dropped from a passing airplane, as part of a publicity stunt on July 22, 1926. Coppola had a toll booth constructed on a winding access road, where Sonny would meet his fate. 

Quite how Santino manages to absorb a fusillade of bullets, get out of his car and stagger around for a few beats before succumbing is better left uncontemplated. But the scene, like several others in The Godfather, served as a canvas for makeup artist Dick Smith, whose revolutionary new recipe for stage blood—made from corn syrup and Kodak Photo-Flo, a poisonous bathing agent used in film development—became the industry standard. It is splatter art every bit as affective as Jackson Pollock’s, and The Godfather would make frequent use of it.

None of the violence in The Godfather is perpetrated by the Godfather, Don Corleone. Duvall said that Brando didn’t even want to say the most famous line from the book—“A lawyer with a briefcase can steal more than a hundred men with guns”—lest it somehow diminish the Don’s peculiar sense of noblesse oblige. It might have served the picture better, Duvall told Bob Costas in 1991, to see Vito committing an act of violence that strips him of his veneer of genteel benevolence, in the way that later works—such as Goodfellas and The Sopranos—would do to great effect.

The Godfather’s nonviolence in The Godfather—we see Vito kill only in Part II—is more than made up for by the orgy of bloodshed orchestrated by Michael late in the film, during the christening of Connie and Carlo’s baby, Michael Francis Rizzi (played by Coppola’s daughter, Sofia), for whom Michael will be, quite literally, the godfather.

The final scenes to be shot for The Godfather were in Sicily, where Michael goes to lay low after killing Sollozzo and McCluskey. Paramount executives wondered if they didn’t already have enough footage in the can; did they really need to film in Italy as well? In the end, Robert Evans, Peter Bart, and Stanley Jaffe green-lit the scenes in Sicily. “They did listen to the creative point of view when they didn’t really have to,” wrote Puzo, “when pressures were probably put on them to save money. And the Sicilian sequences really did make the film, I think.”

Pacino’s mother’s family, who helped raise him in the Bronx, came from the town of Corleone, in Sicily, a fact Pacino didn’t reveal publicly for years. It is in Sicily that Michael marries Apollonia Vitelli, who is learning to speak English—“Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Wednesday, Friday, Sunday, Saturday”—and learning to drive. 

Played by the teenage Italian actress Simonetta Stefanelli, Apollonia is dispatched almost as quickly as she appears, killed while starting the car in an explosion meant for Michael. Oddly, her killing—by Michael’s Sicilian bodyguard, Fabrizio—is never avenged. Coppola filmed a scene in which Michael returns to the U.S., enters a pizza parlor and blows Fabrizio away with a shotgun while wearing a white fedora. But while a publicity still of the scene was released, the scene itself didn’t make the final cut, and Apollonia survives in the trilogy only as a flashback (and yet another source of Michael’s homicidal fury).

In the famous final scene of The Godfather, when the door to Michael’s office closes on Kay and he returns to the chilling business of the Corleone family, the viewer knows, as Kay does, that her husband—the new boss now that Vito has died peacefully in his own garden—will never go legitimate.

Puzo wanted another 30-second scene tacked on to the end of the film, but he was rebuffed, which is why The Godfather does not end with Kay, in a Catholic church, lighting candles to save Michael’s soul.

The Godfather had its world premiere in New York City on March 15, 1972, attended by Henry Kissinger and Ali MacGraw, among others, but not Marlon Brando, who was dealing with baroque personal problems in California. The film’s reviews were rapturous. In the New York Times, critic Vincent Canby wrote, “Francis Ford Coppola has made one of the most brutal and moving chronicles of American life ever designed within the limits of popular entertainment.” The Godfather as a film achieved a highbrow status that the novel never attained.

At the 1973 Oscars, where Pacino, Caan, and Duvall were competeing with one another in the Best Supporting Actor category (Joel Grey won for Cabaret), Marlon Brando was named Best Actor. As at the premiere, Brando didn’t show up for this ceremony, sending in his place a Native American activist, Sacheen Littlefeather, to protest the plight of the American Indian and decline the statuette on his behalf.

It hardly mattered. The Godfather had already cemented its place as one of the great films in the canon, on par with Gone with the Wind and The Sound of Music as both an exceedingly long and an exceedingly popular juggernaut. Made for $6 million, it grossed $100 million during its first five months of release. Albert Ruddy would say: “The Godfather brought in the era of the blockbusters, where they’re looking for the $100 million movie, the home run, the tentpole attraction to build a schedule on. This had never happened before.”

Part of its legacy, likewise, would be to usher in another film tradition: the sequel, dressed up in Roman numerals to give it gravitas.
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In the early ’70s, posters for the film were everywhere. They still occupy space in college dorm rooms today.
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PUZO PUT THE CHARACTERS but director Francis Ford Coppola (in his American Zoetrope movie studio, in 1970) brought them into reel life, adapting the novel into a screenplay that earned him his second Academy Award for writing (he shared the honors with Puzo) as well as his first nomination as a director.
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THE GODFATHER IMITATED American life in the 20th century—from members of the Italian American Civil Rights League (in 1971, in New York City, which successfully protested the film’s Mafia references)
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Frank Sinatra (in 1959), who influenced the character of Johnny Fontane. 
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ONE OF THE MOST NOTORIOUS mobsters of all time, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel wasn’t a movie star, but was as well-known as just about any actor. The inspiration for the movie’s Moe Greene character, Siegel made his name in bootlegging and strong-arming his enemies. Here in 1940, Siegel was booked and questioned for the 1939 slaying of Harry Schachter, an old buddy, at Schachter’s home in Los Angeles. Siegel beat the rap but eventually was himself gunned down in 1947 at age 41. 
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DECADES BEFORE THE Godfather, a young Marlon Brando posed for the great photographer Sir Cecil Beaton in 1946. As famous an actor as there was in the 20th century, Brando once said of his trade: “If you’re successful, acting is about as soft a job as anybody could ever wish for. But if you’re unsuccessful, it’s worse than having a skin disease.”
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In 1970, Mario Puzo wrote to Brando in hopes of persuading him to take the role of Vito Corleone.
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BRANDO WON HIS FIRST OSCAR as Terry Malloy in the 1954 picture On the Waterfront.
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“ICONIC” IS AN OVERUSED word, but Brando’s transformation into Don Vito Corleone was precisely that. Considered by many the greatest film actor ever, Brando, by the time of his death in 2004, had acted in dozens of films across a career that spanned half a century.
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WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN: Several actors who had found fame or were on the cusp of it were considered for the character of Michael Corleone. Among them (clockwise from top left): Martin Sheen, Robert Redford, Jack Nicholson, Charles Bronson, Warren Beatty, and Ryan O’Neal.
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The man who won the role, of course, was Al Pacino (Diane Keaton with Kitty Winn)
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(Diane Keaton with Kitty Winn in 1971’s The Panic in Needle Park), Coppola’s choice from the beginning.
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SECRETS AND INSIGHTS BEHIND THE production were revealed in 2016 when Coppola’s meticulous notes for the script, kept in a three-ring binder, were seen for the first time. Many of the documents included annotations and quote suggestions from Puzo to Coppola, including the famous “Francis: You rascal, very clever” line after the horse-head-in-bed scene.
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Coppola directs Brando. 
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NERVOUS YET OPTIMISTIC smiles filled the set in 1971, including those of (from left) Coppola, his mother, Italia Coppola, sister Talia Shire, and father Carmine Coppola.
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Coppola helped Brando find his way in a scene as the cast looked on.
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During the wedding scene, Shire and Brando—er, Connie and the Don—twirl on stage to their guests’ delight. 
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THERE’S AN UNDERLYING feeling of doom from the film’s opening seconds, but The Godfather’s first big moment is when Jack Woltz (played by John Marley) finds the severed head of his beloved horse, Khartoum, under the covers in his bed.
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Then Sonny is slain in a toll-booth ambush.
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Soon Michael executes Virgil “the Turk” Sollozzo (Al Lettieri) and Captain McCluskey (Sterling Hayden)
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PACINO’S ACTING KNOWS FEW bounds. The East Harlem–born actor went on to star in several classics like Serpico, Scarface, and Scent of a Woman (for which he won an Oscar), but his role as Michael Corleone (in character, here, in New York)
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On set with Coppola endeared him to audiences first.
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TO FREDO CORLEONE’S horror, Don Vito (Brando) falls to the ground after being shot. Fredo was played by John Cazale, who died of lung cancer in 1978. 
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FAR FROM AMERICA, MICHAEL enters a new life, marrying a Sicilian villager, Apollonia Vitelli (played by Simonetta Stefanelli); the marriage would be short-lived. “Michael was a difficult character,” Pacino later said. “He starts one way and transitions to another.”
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DON VITO CORLEONE OFTEN doled out advice, and Michael was eager to listen.
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While he was a guide and protector, the Godfather could also be frightening. Four-year-old Anthony Gounaris, playing grandson Anthony was genuinely terrified when Brando’s Don pretended to be a monster. “He scared the hell out of me,” Gounaris later recalled. “That crying was real. I think he bought me lunch to calm me down.”
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PETER CLEMENZA (PLAYED BY Richard Castellano) kisses the hand of the new Godfather, Michael Corleone, in the last scene of the first film.
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Kay, witnessing the scene, gives an uncertain stare, in one moment perhaps summing up the character’s troubles across the three films.
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THE GODFATHER’S PREMIERE IN 1972 was a grand event—famous people from all walks attended, including National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger, left, alongside the movie’s producer, Robert Evans, and his wife, actress Ali MacGraw.
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At the 1973 Academy Awards, activist Sacheen Littlefeather refused the Oscar awarded to Marlon Brando from Roger Moore and Liv Ullmann. Littlefeather brought a note from Brando explaining his decision, one rooted in his protest against the treatment of Native Americans by Hollywood and the federal government.

Quotable

DON VITO CORLEONE, TO JOHNNY FONTANE:

“I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

VIRGIL “THE TURK” SOLLOZZO, TO TOM HAGEN: “I don’t like violence, Tom. I’m a businessman. Blood is a big expense.” 

SALVATORE TESSIO, TO SONNY: 

“It’s a Sicilian message. It means ‘Luca Brasi sleeps with the fishes.’”

PETER CLEMENZA: “Sonny wants to go to the mattresses.” 

PETER CLEMENZA, TO ROCCO LAMPONE: 

“Leave the gun. Take the cannoli.”

SONNY, TO MICHAEL: “Hey, whaddya gonna do, nice college boy, huh? . . . Whaddya think this is, the Army, where you shoot ’em a mile away? Ya gotta get up close like this—BADA-BING! You blow their brains all over your nice Ivy League suit!” 

FREDO: 

“I’m going to learn the casino business.”

MICHAEL, AFTER FREDO COMES TO MOE GREENE’S DEFENSE IN LAS VEGAS: “Fredo, you’re my older brother and I love you. But don’t ever take sides with anyone against the family again. Ever.”

VITO, TO MICHAEL:

“I never wanted this for you.” 

TESSIO, TO TOM HAGEN: “Tell Michael it was only business. I always liked him.” 

MICHAEL: “Don’t ask me about my business, Kay.”


CHAPTER THREE

The Godfather: Part II

With Al Pacino as heir to Marlon Brando, the powerful film set a new standard for sequels, capturing a huge audience and the hearts of Oscar voters
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ROBERT DE NIRO’S PORTRAYAL of the young Vito Corleone in The Godfather: Part II earned him an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor. 

After the exhausting epic of The Godfather, Francis Ford Coppola was happy to yield his director’s chair for the sequel, but Paramount would not entrust this highly anticipated follow-up to a 30-year-old as-yet-unproven director. So, the studio declined to put Martin Scorsese in charge, and Coppola resigned himself to directing The Godfather: Part II, which he was already signed on to produce and co-write with Mario Puzo.

The Godfather “had the great story, and it had the Mario Puzo tapestry,” as Al Pacino put it, but Part II was more personal for Coppola—it was a chance, in Pacino’s words, “to bring in his own life.” Coppola’s paternal grandparents, Agostino Coppola and the former Maria Zasa (whose surname later appears in Part III) immigrated to the United States from Bernalda, a small impoverished village in southern Italy, in the arch of the boot. They arrived in New York in 1904, much as a young Vito Corleone does early on in The Godfather: Part II, which opens with another Nino Rota composition, “The Immigrant.”

To play young Vito, Coppola cast a man who had screen-tested for Sonny in the previous movie. Robert De Niro spent a few weeks in Sicily working to inhabit the character and to learn various Sicilian dialects. In all of Part II, he would speak only three lines in English. In New York, De Niro used a movie camera to film The Godfather as it played out in a screening room on the 28th floor of the Gulf & Western Building on Columbus Circle in Manhattan, and he watched that film—his film of the film—over and over, studying Marlon Brando. 

There were two other major new roles to be filled for The Godfather: Part II. The character of Hyman Roth bore a strong resemblance to the Florida crime boss Meyer Lansky, who oversaw a gambling empire that included Cuba’s casinos during the prerevolutionary reign of President Fulgencio Batista. Roth would be played by the septuagenarian Lee Strasberg, who emigrated from the present-day Ukraine at age seven, and became the artistic director of the Actors Studio in New York City, and a teacher of Pacino and De Niro and countless other actors.

Among these Actors Studio alumni was Michael V. Gazzo, a playwright and screenwriter. He co-wrote the Elvis Presley vehicle King Creole as well as higher-brow, lower-profile productions. In Part II, Gazzo was cast as Frank (Frankie Five Angels) Pentangeli, the capo promoted to run the New York operation for the Corleone family. Pentangeli lived in Don Vito’s former estate on Long Island after Michael and Fredo decamped to Nevada. The character was invented for Part II as a fill-in for Peter Clemenza, whose pasta sauce recipe in The Godfather survives on index cards in untold kitchens to this day: “Ya start out with a little bidda oil, then ya fry some garlic, then ya trow in some tamaydas, some tamayda paste, ya fry it—make sure it doesn’t stick. When ya got it to a boil, ya shove in all yer sausage and yer meatballs—huh?—add a liddle bidda wine, and a liddle bidda sugah, and that’s my trick.”

Clemenza was played by Richard Castellano in the first film. He was supposed to reprise his role in Part II but Castellano didn’t like that his character was scripted to become a rat, and testify against the family before a congressional committee. “I saw Clemenza as a teacher,” he told the New York Post’s Lou Lumenick in a 1981 interview. “He teaches how to make spaghetti, how to use the gun. [Coppola] can’t tell me that Clemenza, after years of loyalty to the old man, would go in and testify against organized crime. Not unless you proved to me . . . that he had become a fearful man, that he had become a betrayer.”

And while life was beginning to imitate art—Castellano was taking a code of omertà on behalf of his character—art was still imitating life in Part II. The Corleones, like America itself, have realized their manifest destiny in the American West, at Michael’s compound on the western shore of Lake Tahoe, where the film opens on young Anthony Corleone’s first communion reception. Like the wedding that began the first film and the christening that ended it, another religious ceremony is interwoven with nefarious goings-on. The second film would be every bit as biblical as the first, with the additional Old Testament theme—spoiler alert—of Cain and Abel–style fratricide.

 For this is not only the story of America. It is also the origin story of one American family, with young Vito Andolini’s tragic childhood in Corleone, Sicily, laid bare. His father, Antonio Andolini, was murdered by Don Ciccio, crime boss of Corleone. Vito’s brother, Paolo, was murdered by Don Ciccio when he sought vengeance. And his mother, Signora Andolini, was shot to death while trying to protect nine-year-old Vito Andolini from Don Ciccio. And so the boy flees to New York, arriving as an orphan at Ellis Island, where his hometown is used for his surname. The Statue of Liberty, Ellis Island, quarantine, mistreatment, loneliness, isolation and dislocation: This is an immigrant’s story and a version of the American Dream.

The Don Ciccio of Little Italy—the kingpin ruling over the neighborhood—is Don Fanucci, and young Vito’s execution of this aging dandy, before walking the rooftops of lower Manhattan while disposing of the pistol piece by piece down various chimneys, calls to mind a bizarro-world Bert from Mary Poppins. Freed from the tyrannical protection-racket of Fanucci, Vito opens Genco—importers of olive oil, purveyors of cheese—on Mott Street. It is a storefront in every sense of the word, fronting the family’s burgeoning business interests.

By 1958, when Part II opens at Michael’s estate on Lake Tahoe, we see how large that empire has grown. The Corleone headquarters have moved west, to the family’s grand estate—Fleur du Lac, as the property was known in real life, built in 1938 for the industrialist and shipbuilder Henry Kaiser. In Coppola’s hands, Fleur du Lac befitted a new American titan like Michael, who sought to achieve for the Corleone family the legitimacy of U.S. Steel or AT&T or Kaiser’s own company, which survives to this day as Kaiser Permanente.

Indeed, when a “distinguished group of American industrialists” meets in Havana—the scenes were shot in Santo Domingo, in the Dominican Republic—to discuss their various business interests on the island with the Cuban president, Michael is there alongside executives from the General Fruit Company, United Telephone and Telegraph, the Pan-American Mining Corporation, and South American Sugar. “Mr. Michael Corleone of Nevada,” says the president, by way of introduction, “representing our associates in tourism and leisure activities.”

Much of The Godfather trilogy is a tug-of-war between America and the Corleone family, with Michael in the middle. By now, we know where his primary allegiance lies, but it didn’t have to turn out this way. In a Pearl Harbor Day flashback at the end of Part II, Tessio informs the family that 30,000 men enlisted immediately after the Japanese attack. Sonny says those enlistees are foolish: “They’re saps because they risked their lives for strangers.”

Michael: “Ah, that’s Pop talking.”

Sonny: “You’re goddamn right that’s Pop talking.”

Michael: “They risked, they risked their lives for their country.”

Sonny: “Your country ain’t your blood, you remember that.”

Michael: “I don’t feel that way.”

Sonny (mockingly): “‘I don’t feel that way.’ Well, if you don’t feel like that, why don’t you just quit college and go to, go to join the Army.”

Michael: “I did. I enlisted in the Marines.”

Knowing what we do about Michael, the line is freighted with tragedy. He will squander his promise, betray his family, choose neither blood nor country but his own appetites and vendettas. He will become—has become, by the time of this flashback—irredeemable.

“Michael Corleone says hello,” Tony Rosato (Danny Aiello) says in the film just before garroting Frank Pentangeli in the Horseshoe Bar at Seventh Street and Avenue B in the East Village. Pentangeli survives and is given government protection in exchange for testifying against Michael before a congressional committee. But the sight of his own brother in the hearing-room gallery—Vincenzo has been flown in by Michael from Sicily to stare silently from the back of the room—cows Frankie into recanting his earlier sworn statements.

Michael is abetted in this effort by the hypocritical senator from Nevada, Pat Geary, who excuses himself from the hearing after making an impassioned speech about what good, hardworking folks the Italian Americans are. He is, of course, in the pocket of the Corleones. Geary is played by G.D. Spradlin, who went on to portray venal authority figures for a living: coaches in One on One and North Dallas Forty and generals in Apocalypse Now and The Lords of Discipline, and other memorable roles in less memorable films. 

Pentangeli is returned to his Army base safe house. Tom Hagen visits him there, and reminds him of the Roman custom of suicide to spare embarrassment to one’s family. It’s only a matter of time before Frankie Five Angels joins the heavenly choir, and Michael is free to carry on with the family business—though not entirely with impunity, for Kay has finally had enough. And frankly, by this point, who could blame her?

Dread, like snow, has long been building in drifts in the Godfather saga. Fredo Corleone has taken sides against the family, but Michael can’t abide the idea of his mother having to mourn another son—she has already suffered the death of Sonny. Only when Carmela Corleone dies is Fredo’s fate sealed. Anthony won’t kiss his mother goodbye on her short visit to their beautiful, terrible house on the lake, and when Michael arrives home, he closes the door in his estranged wife’s face. Fredo prepares to take his nephew Anthony out fishing, along with Al Neri, but after the boat is lowered into the water, Anthony is summoned back to the house, by Connie: Michael wants to take him to Reno now.

All of this sets the table for the film’s bravura tripartite climax: Roth, upon his return to the United States under indictment, is gunned down at the airport, like Lee Harvey Oswald, in the custody of law enforcement and in front of cameras and reporters; Pentangeli slits his wrists in the bathtub (Dick Smith’s fake-blood recipe gets a great showcase against the white porcelain) while his government protectors are waiting for him to join them in a game of hearts in the next room; and Fredo, saying the Hail Mary, as is his custom for good luck when he goes fishing, gets to “Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners” when Coppola cuts to Michael staring out at the water from Fleur du Lac. 

The rest of the prayer is off camera and unheard. But Fredo has presumably made it to “Now, and at the hour of our death, amen,” when the shot rings out and Michael bows his head at the window. It is the moment, more than any other, that will haunt him for the rest of his life—and continue to ring in the ears of the audience long after they’ve left the theater. 

Of course, Michael’s lifelong feeling of guilt would remain forever unknown to audiences unless a third movie got made. And the prospect of such a film was unlikely. Coppola and the principal actors moved on to other work, projects that would define cinema for the rest of the 1970s and into the ’80s. 

The Godfather: Part II won the Academy Award for Best Picture, becoming the first sequel to do so. De Niro was named Best Supporting Actor over fellow nominees Lee Strasberg and Michael V. Gazzo. Of the nominees, De Niro was the only no-show, but Coppola accepted the award (from Tatum and Ryan O’Neal) on the actor’s behalf. “I think Robert De Niro is an extraordinary actor and he’s going to enrich the films that are made for years to come,” Coppola said. Indeed, much of the cast and crew would do just that. Pacino next appeared in Dog Day Afternoon (1975), De Niro made Taxi Driver (1976), Talia Shire portrayed another wife, this one named Adrian, in the Rocky films. Diane Keaton won the Best Actress Oscar for Annie Hall (1977). John Cazale appeared with De Niro in The Deer Hunter (1978), and Coppola—after many torturous years—released Apocalypse Now in 1979, which featured Robert Duvall, Marlon Brando, and one of the many Michael Corleone screen-tested also-rans, Martin Sheen. 

Throughout all these projects, Coppola had a standing offer from Paramount to make a third Godfather film, but he managed to say no for the next decade and a half. In the meantime, in 1984 Puzo published a sequel of sorts to The Godfather; called The Sicilian, it centers on Michael’s exile in Sicily in the late 1940s and early 1950s. But a third film appeared unlikely and unnecessary. “Godfather III?” James Caan said when asked about it in 1986, sounding a little like Sonny. “What III? Get outta here. Why?! Why can’t they leave it alone, leave it lie?” But like Vito getting shot at the fruit market, or Pentangeli being strangled in the Horseshoe Bar, Godfather III only appeared dead. It was perhaps inevitable that the studio would prevail. In the end, they made Coppola an offer he couldn’t refuse.
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On promotional posters seen all over the country, Al Pacino received top billing. The budget for Part II was $13 million (about $66 million today) and netted $48 million that year at the box office. 
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FILMING TOOK PLACE ONCE again in New York; a scene set in lower Manhattan in the 1920s.
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FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA (far left) made the magic happen and Al Pacino stole headlines, but The Godfather: Part II was, like the first film, a family affair.
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Principal players included, from left, Robert Duvall and Tere Livrano (in blue), Mariana Hill (in pink), John Cazale, Troy Donahue, Talia Shire, Morgana King, Diane Keaton, and Pacino. 
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COPPOLA GIVES DE NIRO direction before a scene in Part II (above), perhaps imparting some knowledge about how things might play out on the streets in Corleone, Sicily (following photo, in 1963). For his part, De Niro spent a few weeks on the island to sink into the role and learn the regional dialects and idiosyncrasies. (In all of Part II, De Niro speaks just three lines of English.) In 2017, De Niro said he remembered prepping for the role as if he were conducting a “science experiment” with an intense study of Brando’s portrayal of the character in the first film.
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FOLLOWING THE DEATHS OF his family, young Vito Andolini (played by Oreste Baldini) has arrived at New York’s Ellis Island, as so many millions did in real life during the early 20th century, hoping for a better life.
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Soon after Vito arrives, an impatient U.S. immigration officer bestows the surname “Corleone” on the boy for the Sicilian town he is from. Later, the adult Vito Corleone (De Niro) works his way up through the gritty, crime-ridden streets of New York City, where he kills local crime boss Don Fanucci.
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While becoming a key player on the scene, De Niro’s Vito attempts some casual persuasion with Signor Roberto, a landlord played by Leopoldo Trieste.
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REVENGE IS BEST SERVED, by Godfather standards, in cold-blooded murder, as Vito Corleone (above, right) returns in Part II to Sicily to kill Don Ciccio, the man responsible for the murder of Vito’s father, mother, and brother years earlier.
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Vito with his family, wife Carmela and children Connie, Sonny, Fredo, and Michael.
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MICHAEL ENTERS THE SENATE chamber where Frankie Pentangeli is to testify against him.
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Tom Hagen speaks with Pentangeli (played by Robert Duvall and Michael V. Gazzo). Tom explains to Pentangeli, who has betrayed the Godfather, how conspirators who made failed attempts to overthrow a Roman emperor nobly ended their lives. 
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Hyman Roth (played by Lee Strasberg) offers Michael some friendly advice.
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FREDO AND MICHAEL SHARE an intense moment at a party, perhaps their most famous, as Michael, after learning of Fredo’s betrayal, grabs his brother, plants the kiss of death, and says, “I know it was you, Fredo. You broke my heart. You broke my heart.”
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AFTER FREDO IS TAKEN TO meet his maker on a boat (above) on Lake Tahoe, what we’re left with in the final scene of The Godfather: Part II is perhaps what we’ve known all along: Don Michael Corleone has nothing and no one. 
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NOTHING BUT SMILES AND celebrations at the 1975 Academy Awards for the Godfather: Part II crew. The film earned six Oscars. Carmine Coppola (along with Nino Rota) won for Best Music, and his son Francis Ford Coppola took home statuettes for Best Director, Best Picure, and Best Screenplay. Here, father and son—with their four Oscars—and daughter/sister Talia Shire, who earned a Best Supporting Actress nomination for playing Connie, share the glow.

Quotable

KAY: “It made me think of what you once told me: In five years the Corleone family will be completely legitimate. That was seven years ago.” 

MICHAEL: “I know. I’m trying, darling.”

KAY (IN BED IN NEVADA JUST BEFORE THE HOUSE IS RIDDLED WITH GUNFIRE): “Michael, why are the drapes open?”

 MICHAEL TO TOM HAGEN: 

“Fredo, he’s got a good heart. But he’s weak. And he’s stupid.”

MICHAEL, TO FRANK PENTANGELI, IN HIS FATHER’S OLD STUDY, IN THE HOUSE WHERE FRANK NOW LIVES: “My father taught me many things here. He taught me in this room. He taught me: Keep your friends close but your enemies closer.”

MICHAEL, TO FREDO, AT MIDNIGHT ON NEW YEAR’S EVE IN HAVANA, AFTER KISSING HIM ON THE MOUTH:

“I know it was you, Fredo. You broke my heart. You broke my heart.”

MICHAEL: “I’ve always taken care of you, Fredo.”

FREDO: “Taken care of me? You’re my kid brother and you take care of me? Did you ever think about that, huh? Did you ever once think about that? ‘Send Fredo off to do this. Send Fredo off to do that. Let Fredo take care of some Mickey Mouse nightclub somewhere. Send Fredo to pick somebody up at the airport.’ I’m your older brother, Mike, and I was stepped over!"

MICHAEL: “That’s the way Pop wanted it.”

FREDO: “It ain’t the way I wanted it!”

YOUNG VITO, TO THE ELDERLY DON CICCIO IN CORLEONE, SICILY, JUST BEFORE BUTCHERING HIM WITH A KNIFE: 

“My father’s name was Antonio Andolini, and this is for you.”


CHAPTER FOUR

The Godfather: Part III

After 16 years, the saga returned to the screen, not so brilliant as its forebears but still, without question, part of the family
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A MIX OF OLD AND NEW, Part III’s cast includes (from left) Sofia Coppola, Diane Keaton, Al Pacino, George Hamilton, John Savage, Don Novello, Andy Garcia, and Talia Shire.

When Robert Duvall was asked by Bob Costas, shortly after the film’s release in December of 1990, why he didn’t appear in The Godfather: Part III, the actor replied: “Well, I think everybody did it for money. I mean, why wait 15 years?” Duvall conceded that he, too, was prepared to do it, provided the money was sufficient. “Here’s the real deal. This is the way it happened. If they offer someone five times what they offered me,” he said, “that’s totally unacceptable . . . Everybody was doing it for money. And when you see the movie, it is not as good as the first two . . . and everybody I’ve talked to, except Francis, says that.” 

Francis Ford Coppola acknowledged that he needed the money. The last few films he had directed—including Tucker: The Man and His Dream, Gardens of Stone, and Peggy Sue Got Married—weren’t commercial or critical successes on par with his best-known works. Few films could be. Al Pacino’s relatively large salary ensured that Tom Hagen (Duvall) would not appear in Part III, though Hagen’s son makes a cameo, as a priest seeking and receiving a plum assignment to the Vatican. Duvall’s absence deprives the audience of Hagen’s backstory, and the plot instead contemplates the various ligatures—secrecy, loyalty, ceremony and money—that bind together the Catholic Church and the Corleones.

The Godfather: Part III is set in 1979, and an early establishing shot shows the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center, icons of lower Manhattan that the Statue of Liberty was to the immigrants in the previous films. Michael, enfeebled as he approaches his sixties, is writing to his grown children, Anthony and Mary: “The only wealth in this world is children. More than all the money and power on earth, you are my treasure.”  If the filmmakers are doing this for money, Michael recognizes the folly of his own greed: At a Latin Mass, he receives the Order of Saint Sebastian, bestowed upon him by the pope through his emissary Archbishop Gilday. On his knees, Michael is beribboned. In the moment, he can’t help but think of Fredo, in the boat on Lake Tahoe, saying the Hail Mary just before his murder. “Michael [is] looking for redemption,” Pacino recalled. “Maybe the audiences didn’t want to see Michael change. And I’ve often wondered about that. And I still don’t know.” 

Kay has raised the kids without Michael, and gotten remarried, to a lawyer. Michael hasn’t seen her in years when she shows up for the award and the post-Mass reception. Yes, another reception. The wedding and reception that opens The Godfather and the first communion party at the start of its sequel are given symmetry in Part III with another band, another dance floor. This time Dominic Abbandando sings—he’s played by Don Novello, best known as Father Guido Sarducci from Saturday Night Live—in addition to Johnny Fontane, who performs again as he did at Connie’s ill-fated wedding years before, after the war. It really does feel like a family we haven’t seen in two decades. “You know, Michael,” Kay says, in a line that sounds as if it were written for the trailer, “now that you’re so respectable, I think you’re more dangerous than you ever were.”

Though the Corleone family is leaving gambling and has never been involved in narcotics, their business is not quite legitimate. It has, however, been properly laundered. On a table at the reception is draped the insignia of the Vito Andolini Corleone Foundation. Mary Corleone is played by the director’s daughter, Sofia, after Winona Ryder declined the role because of exhaustion. When Mary gives the archbishop a check for $100 million to help the poor of Sicily, we know it is blood money; we know the church knows it, and our skepticism about the money’s final destination is warranted. Still, the press kits and hosannas to Michael’s philanthropy suggest that perhaps he can buy his way into heaven, stuffing a C-note into the breast pocket of its maître d’, Saint Peter, as he swans past the pearly gates. Not wanting to be left behind, fellow crime boss Don Altobello writes a check to the Corleone foundation for $1 million. Altobello is played by Eli Wallach, after Frank Sinatra considered and turned down the role.

By now, even the actors who don’t appear in the Godfather trilogy—like Sinatra, who famously confronted Mario Puzo years earlier over the Johnny Fontane character—seem like members of an extended family. When Andy Garcia turns up in Part III as Vincent Mancini, we remember the tryst that produced him in the first movie—Sonny Corleone’s affair with mistress Lucy Mancini—and are delighted to finally meet him, at least at first.

Likewise, when Joey Zasa (Joe Mantegna) appears as the New York crime lord who has taken over the Corleone business in New York, after the family moved west, hard-core fans will recall that Zasa is the maiden name of Coppola’s paternal grandmother. Mancini worked for him, against Michael’s advice, and now Zasa is insulting Michael. Or so Vincent tells him. Michael, who is revealed to be diabetic, is too old for this nonsense, and is looking for a semi-legitimate way out.

Enter Gilday, the chain-smoking archbishop and Vatican banker, who, through various forms of incompetence and corruption, has accrued a massive debt. Michael agrees to buy a $600 million stake in Immobiliare, a mysterious real estate holding company that the dapper don hopes to turn into a European conglomerate. Immobiliare is owned in part by the Vatican, and Gilday assures Michael, in another bit of movie-trailer plot exposition: “Don Corleone, this deal with Immobiliare can make you one of the richest men in the world. Your whole past history, and the history of your family, will be washed away.”

But there is no atonement without blood, as the Old Testament says, and after a bloodbath at the Palazzo Azzurro Hotel and Casino in Atlantic City—a meeting of the crime families is shot up, with few survivors—Michael retreats to his kitchen and utters the one line from Part III that stands in the pantheon of lines from the first two films: “Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.” He promptly suffers a diabetic stroke and is taken to the Corleone Pavilion of St. Christopher Medical Center. 

Like Michael, the viewer is pulled back in: When impulsive Vincent, on Connie’s orders, whacks Joey Zasa at an street festival in Little Italy, we can’t help but recall Vito whacking Don Fanucci at a festival in Part II. By the time Vincent becomes romantically tangled with his uncle Michael’s daughter, Mary, we can’t help but think of him as Her Cousin Vinnie (a notion echoed two years later in the film title My Cousin Vinny, the kind of Mob comedy that would never have existed without The Godfather).

The Godfather has become an echo chamber. Pull us back in? We never got out; there is no escaping the reverb and callbacks. By the time Part III has shifted to Bagheria, in Sicily, where Anthony will sing on stage—having dropped out of law school to pursue an opera career—we are happy for another reception, where the boy, all grown up now, sings “Brucia la Terra,” the love theme from The Godfather, also known as “Speak Softly, Love.” Even a Godfather film is now making references to the Godfather films. When Michael gives Anthony the drawing that Anthony made for him two decades earlier just before the house on Lake Tahoe was shot up in Part II—a pencil portrait of Dad in the back of a limousine—it’s as if we’re watching home movies. When Connie presents Don Altobello with a box of cannoli at the opera, we’ve been treated to a playful cinematic wink. (Or have we?)

After more than nine hours on the big screen, Michael has acquired self-awareness. “I’m beyond redemption,” he tells Cardinal Lamberto in Italy when the prelate offers to hear his confession. “I betrayed my wife. I betrayed myself. I killed men. And I ordered men to be killed.” A church bell begins to clang, and we know for whom the bell tolls. “I ordered the death of my brother,” Michael says. “He injured me. I killed my mother’s son. I killed my father’s son.” 

Soon, the pope dies, and Lamberto is elected the next pontiff, taking the name Pope John Paul I. The new pope’s reign will be a short one, like the tenure of Michael’s redemption. “Sometimes I think of poor Fredo, drowned,” Connie says, as she helps her last surviving brother with his insulin. “It was God’s will.” (Oh, Connie, come on.) Even Michael—at long last—is ready to hang up his bespoke suits, making the headstrong and homicidal Vincent the new don: Don Vincent Corleone.

The end of the Godfather trilogy is—fittingly and literally—operatic, taking place during a performance of Pietro Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana at the Teatro Massimo in Palermo, in Sicily, whence this whole family saga sprang. The opera, and the Corleone family business happening at the same time as the performance, are full of backstabbing (as well as frontstabbing). The new pope is murdered (in the papal bedroom, with tainted tea), Don Lucchesi is stabbed to death with his own eyeglasses—the bloodiest specs since Moe Greene was shot through his own designer eyewear in Las Vegas—and Don Altobello experiences what is surely by now the name of a recipe: death by cannoli. Gilday is shot and falls from a great height, his clerical robes rippling like a ripped parachute, and a Vatican banker named Keinszig is hanged from a bridge, echoing the actual fate in 1982 of Roberto Calvi, “God’s Banker,” who was strung up from London’s Blackfriars Bridge. (Calvi reportedly carried a copy of The Godfather around with him.)

Even the opera offers Michael one final shot at redemption. “When they hear the name Corleone,” he tells Connie, after Anthony’s beautiful performance, “they’re gonna think of a voice.” Alas, that image is overtaken by what happens next: Mary is shot to death descending the steps of the opera house during a failed attempt on Michael’s life. Coppola’s own son, Gian Carlo, had died in a boating accident in 1986, and the death of a child provides the painful coda to Part III, and more broadly to the entire trilogy.

As punishment, perhaps, Michael Corleone lives to a very old age, and dies outside his palazzo in Sicily, in his chair, just as Don Vito died in his garden on Long Island, both men succumbing to that rarest of Corleone phenomena: natural causes.

Like the first two films, Part III received several Academy Award nominations, including nods for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Supporting Actor, which Garcia won for his portrayal of Vincent. Janet Maslin, writing in the New York Times, found in the film—like almost every other major reviewer—echoes of King Lear. Critics were less kind to Sofia Coppola, and Part III was eclipsed by another Mafia film released three months earlier, starring Robert De Niro and directed by Martin Scorsese: Goodfellas. That film’s portrait of a less glamorous, more workaday Mob life would not have been possible without the Godfather films, but The Godfather: Part III, by historical consensus, is not on the same elevated platform as its predecessors. It “isn’t just a disappointment,” lamented the Washington Post, “it’s a failure of heartbreaking proportions.”

In a 1992 episode of Cheers, when Frank “the Angel of Death” Carpaccio threatens the regulars at the Boston bar, Dr. Frasier Crane fakes bravery. “If I may interject,” he says, “I think you’ve all seen too many Godfather movies.”

“I agree,” replies barman Woody Boyd. “They should’ve stopped at two.”

Though consensus may already have begun to align against the third film, ensuing decades would treat it more kindly. Part III sees the return of familiar faces, with their comforting tics and complicated histories. Roger Ebert quite liked the film for this reason. “We have been taught this world so well by Francis Ford Coppola that we enter it effortlessly,” he wrote. “Has there ever before been a film saga so seductive and compelling, so familiar to us that even after years we remember all of the names of the players?”

The characters in The Godfather have become, for better or worse, our family. And their occasional reunions are our own.
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ONE OF THE FACES OF THE FRANCHISE hoping to recapture the magic of the first films, Al Pacino reprised his role as Michael Corleone in Part III. An early establishing shot features the Twin Towers in lower Manhattan, iconic landmarks to so many late-20th-century European immigrants, as the Statue of Liberty had been for earlier arrivals. 
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PACINO BROUGHT MICHAEL Corleone into the third installment with the same determined tenacity, and Talia Shire and Diane Keaton (from left) reprised Connie and Kay, respectively.
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Audiences welcomed newcomers Andy Garcia (above, as Vincent Mancini, the illegitimate son of Sonny and Lucy) and Sofia Coppola (following photo, as Mary Corleone), director Francis Ford Coppola’s daughter.
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FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA admitted he did Part III for the money, but he still delivered some great scenes from talented actors. The chemistry between Pacino and Keaton was obvious, probably because they were pals in real life.
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Wrote Roger Ebert in his review: “The best scenes in Godfather: Part III are between these two, Michael and Kay, Pacino and Keaton, fiercely locked in a battle that began too many years ago.” 
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ONLY ONE ACTOR FROM PART III was nominated for an Academy Award: Andy Garcia (standing, center), who played Vincent Mancini. Coppola said the character is an aggregate of all five of the Corleone men—cunning, ruthless, sensitive, temperamental, and loyal.
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THE DRAMA AND THE PASSION were still there in Part III, but at times it felt more soap opera than cinema. Garcia and Sofia Coppola, as Vincent and Mary, struggled to convince audiences. (Time wrote that Coppola’s “gosling gracelessness comes close to wrecking the movie.”)
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Still, if you were looking for some old-fashioned Mafia gunplay, the movie had you covered.
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AN ANTAGONIST THROUGHOUT, Archbishop Gilday (played by Donal Donnelly), swindles Michael out of $600 million, faking a friendship all along; he is gunned down in retaliation.
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And perhaps the most memorable twist in the movie happens late, when Don Altobello (Eli Wallach) takes the cannoli from Connie at the opera—not, we come to learn, just a friendly offering.
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Vincent’s first order of business is ordering three brutal murders at one time. In DVD commentary years later, Coppola said he pictured a future story that includes Vincent drawing the Corleone family into the drug trade. 
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WITH MICHAEL IN POOR health, Vincent (Garcia) becomes the new Don, and Michael gives his blessing. For this, Vincent had to end things with Mary. (She dies soon after, struck down outside the Teatro Massimo in Sicily, by a bullet meant for Michael.)

Quotable

MICHAEL: “You hate me.”

KAY: “No, I don’t hate you. I dread you.”

MICHAEL: 

“Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.”

MICHAEL, CONFESSING TO CARDINAL LAMBERTO: 

“I betrayed my wife. I betrayed myself. I killed men. And I ordered men to be killed . . . I ordered the death of my brother. He injured me. I killed my mother’s son. I killed my father’s son.”


CHAPTER FIVE

The Godfather in the World

The Godfather trilogy spawned imitators, launched careers, and a half century later, is still everywhere to be found
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THE GODFATHER DEFINED A genre that inspired countless movies and TV shows, including HBO’s hugely successful The Sopranos, with, from left, Michael Imperioli, James Gandolfini, Tony Sirico, and Steven Van Zandt.

In 2019, the year the Godfather novel celebrates its 50th birthday, Francis Ford Coppola turns 80. Coppola has directed a series of independent films in the 21st century, and remains the patriarch of a burgeoning family business, based in the Napa Valley in California, that offers “cinema, wine, food, hideaways & adventure.” The Godfather films are—and were always going to be—his most famous public achievement, and an impossible standard by which the rest of his work would be judged.  A few years ago, he told an audience in San Francisco, “I was punished for flying too close to the sun,” but he remains one of the most acclaimed and accomplished film directors of all time.

Mario Puzo continued to write best-selling novels about criminal underworlds—Fools Die, The Last Don, Omertà—as well as screenplays, including a second famous series, the Superman movies. The first of those films, starring Christopher Reeve, features a brief but memorable performance by Marlon Brando as Superman’s father. With Coppola, Mario Puzo wrote The Cotton Club, but the author of The Godfather—even more than its director—was forever tethered to his most famous work (which he called his least favorite of his own books). 

And how could it be otherwise? Like Johnny Fontane, Puzo rose to stardom from an impoverished part of New York City. Like Michael Corleone, he served in World War II—not as a Marine captain but as an Army corporal. Like Vito Corleone, Puzo’s last years were spent in a big house on Long Island. He was a gambler who spent a lot of time (and money) in Las Vegas casinos, like Fredo and Moe Greene. He became, like Jack Woltz, a Hollywood player. And while The Godfather was unambiguously a work of fiction, the public didn’t always make that distinction. When Puzo died at his home on Long Island on July 2, 1999, of heart failure, at age 78, the New York Post headline declared (with as much reverence as that tabloid can muster): “Mario Puzo Sleeps with the Fishes.” 

If a Godfather reference wasn’t in the headline of every Marlon Brando obituary, after he succumbed to lung failure in Los Angeles in 2004, it was certainly in the first sentence. “Marlon Brando, who revolutionized American acting with his Method performances in A Streetcar Named Desire and On the Waterfront,” the Associated Press reported, “and went on to create the iconic character of Don Vito Corleone in The Godfather, has died.” Brando was 80, and outlived many of his colleagues.

Several of the actors in The Godfather died shortly after the second film was released. Richard Conte, who played Vito Corleone’s chief rival, Barzini, died of a heart attack in 1975. Al Lettieri, who played the drug lord Virgil “the Turk” Sollozzo, also died of a heart attack, six months later, at age 47. John Cazale was diagnosed with lung cancer in 1977, but before he died the following year, he completed his scenes with Meryl Streep—his partner at the time—for The Deer Hunter, which won the Oscar for Best Picture. Footage of Cazale as Fredo would be incorporated into The Godfather: Part III, giving him the distinction of appearing in a total of six feature films in his too-brief career, each of which was nominated for Best Picture. (Cazale also appeared in The Conversation and, with Pacino, Dog Day Afternoon.) 

Other Godfather alumni shifted between cinema and situation comedy, somehow seamlessly. Richard Castellano played Clemenza, then got his own short-lived sitcom called The Super. Michael V. Gazzo went from Frankie Five Angels to Fantasy Island, with stops in between at Welcome Back, Kotter; Starsky & Hutch; and the cult basketball film The Fish That Saved Pittsburgh. As Tessio, Abe Vigoda uttered the line “Luca Brasi sleeps with the fishes” while dumping a couple of fish into Sonny’s lap. A few years later, Vigoda became more famous as a dour detective named Fish, first in the acclaimed sitcom Barney Miller, then on a spin-off called Fish. 

Sterling Hayden, who played the corrupt police captain Mark McCluskey, shot by Michael in the Italian restaurant, was also an author: His 1976 novel, Voyage, was selected for the Book of the Month Club. He lived on a barge in Paris, and any income he earned as an actor in the United States was reportedly subject to IRS liens. As a result, Hayden declined an offer to play Captain Quint in Jaws, a role that went to Robert Shaw.

 The Godfather movies launched or burnished—or stand as the apex of—many other actors’ careers. De Niro won his second Oscar, as Best Actor, for 1980’s Raging Bull, and his filmography since has been a crazy quilt of dramas (Awakenings, Goodfellas, Casino), quotable comedies (Meet the Parents, Analyze This) and the better-left-unmentioned (Last Vegas, Dirty Grandpa). Pacino won Best Actor for 1992’s Scent of a Woman, while also appearing in the likes of Gigli. Duvall also won the Oscar for Best Actor—for 1983’s Tender Mercies—and Keaton won Best Actress for Annie Hall and has been nominated three other times. Like Brando before them, De Niro and Pacino are now among the most imitated, impersonated, instantly recognized, and easily caricatured men on earth. 

Talia Shire made five Rocky movies in addition to the three Godfather films. Her son Jason Schwartzman has forged his own career in such films as The Darjeeling Limited and Rushmore. Indeed the Coppolas have become the first family of cinema. Sofia Coppola, who largely abandoned acting after playing Mary in Part III, is an acclaimed director and won the Oscar for Best Original Screenplay for her 2003 film, Lost in Translation. Her brother Roman Coppola was nominated for the same award for 2012’s Moonrise Kingdom. Their cousin Nicolas Coppola—who came to fame as Nicolas Cage—is the son of August Coppola, brother of Francis Ford Coppola and Talia Shire.

In addition, The Godfather has been the source of much more cultural influence. The typeface for the book jacket and movie poster designed by S. Neil Fujita—whose other work includes covers for Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood and jazz albums by Dave Brubeck, Charles Mingus, Miles Davis, and Art Blakey—has become a staple of rap, rock and hip-hop album covers to this day, frequently to evoke a gangster vibe, most memorably on Fugees’ The Score and Snoop Doggy Dogg’s Tha Doggfather. 

James Caan’s improvised gibberish, which made it into the final cut of The Godfather—“BADA-BING!” he says to Michael, pantomiming how to shoot McCluskey—became the name of the nightclub in The Sopranos, which owes many other debts to The Godfather.

In The Godfather: Part II, Don Fanucci says to young Vito, by way of extorting money from him: “You and your friend should show me some respect. You should let me wet my beak a little.” This phrase endures in the modern mobster parlance—wetting one’s beak, as in getting a piece of the action—along with another Fanucci favorite: Capisce, pronounced “kapeesh,” which he says twice to Vito, as in “Do you understand?”

In the same film, Signor Roberto, the buffoonish landlord evicting Signora Colombo, says: “Stugots! Stugots! Who the hell are you to come give me orders? Watch out or I’ll kick your Sicilian ass right into the street!” Stugots, a Neapolitan vulgarity, has become another staple of the gangster genre. 

The Sopranos and The Godfather are conjoined by more than their common language. Johnny Ola, who brings Michael news from Miami in Part II—“Hyman Roth always makes money for his partners”—was played by Dominic Chianese, who went on to play Junior on The Sopranos. Silvio Dante—played by Steven Van Zandt of Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band—does his impression of Michael Corleone in a famous scene from The Sopranos set at the Bada Bing!

But then, The Godfather has been name-dropped or parodied almost continuously since its release, starting on The Carol Burnett Show in 1972, and on hit shows of every era: on All in the Family and Sanford and Son, on Dallas and The West Wing, on Seinfeld and Gilmore Girls, Entourage and Arrested Development and Modern Family. No show has paid more extended homage to The Godfather than The Simpsons, which was full of references, including beat-for-beat parodies of Sonny hitting Carlo with a trash can lid and the door being closed on Kay.

Why this story resonates so deeply, so long after its release, is a question Tom Hanks’s character tries to answer in You’ve Got Mail. After instructing Meg Ryan’s character (via AOL Instant Messenger) to “go to the mattresses” because of her business troubles, she is mystified by the phrase.

 “It’s from The Godfather,” Hanks types. “It means you have to go to war.” To which Ryan replies: “What is it with men and The Godfather?” 

“The Godfather is the I Ching,” Hanks tells her, scratching his cheek like Vito Corleone. “The Godfather is the sum of all wisdom. The Godfather is the answer to any question. What should I pack for my summer vacation? Leave the gun, take the cannoli. What day of the week is it? Maunday, Tuesday, Thursday, Wednesday.” Hanks is imitating Michael’s teenage Sicilian bride, Apollonia Vitelli Corleone. “The answer to your question,” he tells Ryan, “is ‘Go to the mattresses.’”

If it’s not quite the skeleton key to life that Hanks’s character would have us believe, it has certainly been pored over and picked apart by scholars and pop-culture historians, film-studies students and anyone who goes spelunking in Internet rabbit holes. As with Beatles lyrics or the Torah, its meaning and eternal verities are open to endless interpretation and misinterpretation.

Consider all the images that recur in the Godfather films. Cannoli, of course. And Venetian blinds, which let a little daylight into the interior rooms, almost all of which are dark-paneled and dimly lit. But the most enduringly famous items of set decoration in the Godfather films are the oranges. Oranges in The Godfather are both a harbinger—death, be it human or equine, is imminent—and an enduring meme.

When the attempt is made on Vito’s life, baskets of oranges spill their payload. Later, when the Don dies naturally in the garden, he has just placed an orange peel in his mouth before he and Anthony chase each other through the tomato plants. When Hagen dines with Woltz in the mogul’s luxurious Beverly Hills redoubt, there is a pile of oranges in a bowl on the table, spelling bad news for poor Khartoum. In Part II, when Michael says, “If anything in life is certain, if history has taught us anything, it says you can kill anyone,” he is sucking on an orange at the time, and we know that Hyman Roth is not long for this world. Don Fanucci is likewise star-crossed and Sunkist, tossing an orange from hand to hand as he strolls the streets of Little Italy, en route to his own flaming-toweled demise. And at the end, when Michael dies, an orange falls from his hand.

If the orange appears to seal a man’s fate in The Godfather, the filmmakers’ intent was more prosaic. The palette in these movies is muted: the brooding interiors, the pavement and brownstones of New York City, the parched landscape of Sicily. Cinematographer Gordon Willis, who would go on to do All the President’s Men and several Woody Allen films, was nicknamed “The Prince of Darkness” for good reason. Author Harlan Lebo, in The Godfather Legacy, quotes production designer Dean Tavoularis: “We knew this film wasn’t going to be about bright colors, and oranges make a nice contrast. I don’t remember anybody saying, ‘Hey, I like oranges as a symbolic message.’” Tavoularis knew from bright colors. He had once worked in animation at Disney on Lady and the Tramp before making the transition to the studio’s live-action department, and then worked as production designer on such films as Little Big Man.

Like Dick Smith’s theatrical blood and the Kleenex in Brando’s cheeks, Tavoularis’s oranges are a reminder that the Godfather trilogy is moviemaking, a Hollywood fantasy, however authentically realized it appears on the screen. That the films seem to be drawn from life is an affirmation that the filmmakers have used all their powers and all their skills—and was an affront to former New York governor Mario Cuomo, who refused to watch The Godfather, believing it portrayed and perpetuated spurious Italian stereotypes. When Cuomo finally relented, in 2013, at age 81, he declared the movie “great, if you’re referring to artistry.” That was 41 years after The Godfather was released, and with each passing anniversary, the trilogy’s place in the firmament only becomes more secure. As Cuomo put it: “Maybe this thing was a masterpiece.”

It was. Or rather, it is, for the book and films are new to each generation. Before he died, Puzo gave his blessing for future Corleone novels: The Godfather Returns (2004) and The Godfather’s Revenge (2006), written by Mark Winegardner. The Godfather video game was released by Electronic Arts in 2006. The family saga is not beholden to any specific medium. It is undeterred by its author’s mortality. Puzo’s original story remains boundless 50 years on.

Long after his own death, Don Vito Corleone himself has scarcely aged. The same goes for his youngest son. “It doesn’t feel that long” ago, Al Pacino said on the 45th anniversary of the first film’s release. He could have been speaking about every iteration of The Godfather, whose timeless themes remain relevant. “It’s referred to a lot,” Pacino said. “It’s sort of ever-present.” In this way, The Godfather never really ends. Every time you think you’re out, it pulls you back in.
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GOODFELLAS, DIRECTED BY Martin Scorsese and starring Joe Pesci (with gun), Robert De Niro (standing), and Ray Liotta, came out the same year as Part III (1990). Its script, full of guns and gangsters, could have very well fit the Corleones, particularly when De Niro delivers the great line “Never rat on your friends, and always keep your mouth shut.”
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ONCE UPON A TIME IN AMERICA (1984) saw Robert De Niro play a Prohibition-era gangster in Manhattan’s Lower East Side
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A year earlier, Al Pacino’s portrayal of Tony Montana, a coked-up killer, made Scarface a cult classic.
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In The Untouchables (1987), De Niro broke bad again as Al Capone, Chicago’s most notorious mobster, whom Eliot Ness (played by Kevin Costner) eventually busts.
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IT ONLY MADE SENSE FOR THE Godfather to get the Saturday Night Live treatment, as Bill Murray (left) and John Belushi played Tom Hagen and Vito Corleone, respectively, in an episode on November 12, 1977. One of Belushi’s most memorable skits from that time was when he played Don Corleone in a “Godfather Goes to Therapy” sketch, where he is encouraged to share his feelings in a group meeting.
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Joe Pesci, who raised his profile in Goodfellas with an Academy Award win, starred in My Cousin Vinny (1992), playing an Italian lawyer, Vinny Gambini.
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In 1990, Marlon Brando and Matthew Broderick starred together in The Freshman (1990), with Brando playing Carmine Sabatini, a near clone of Vito Corleone.
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STARRING IN THE GODFATHER—heck, merely appearing—was like graduating from an Ivy League school or finishing an internship at NASA. It was a ticket, it seemed, for success, as its pupils went on to land some of the biggest, most successful roles of the time. Shire starred alongside Sylvester Stallone as Adrian in five movies in the Rocky series (in the first film in 1976).

[image: ]

Diane Keaton starred in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall (1977), for which she won an Oscar.
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In 1979, Robert Duvall played Lt. Col. “Bull” Meechum in The Great Santini, earning an Oscar nomination for Best Actor; he won a statuette four years later for Tender Mercies.
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IN 1979, SEVEN YEARS after his breakthrough success with The Godfather, Francis Ford Coppola (right) released Apocalypse Now, an epic film that explored the Vietnam War and starred old pal Marlon Brando (left). While it received uneven reviews at the time, in 2000, the movie was selected by the Library of Congress for its National Film Registry. 
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From left: Keaton, De Niro, Duvall, Coppola, James Caan, Pacino, and Shire pose in 2017, in New York City, for a portrait for The Godfather at the 45th Anniversary Screening during the Tribeca Film Festival’s closing night at Radio City Music Hall. 


NEW DIRECTION
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A script reading for The Godfather: Part III, in Catania, Sicily, 1990.
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